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Abstract 
In many art exhibitions dealing with an artist, archival material from the artist’s life is 
presented next to the artworks. The display cases containing this material, however, seem 
mostly to be neglected by the curator and treated as a mere concomitant.  
This thesis detects a change in the treatment and role of archival material in art 
exhibitions towards an important display element. This development is located in the 
concept of the post-museum as described by Eilean Hooper-Greenhill. The artist’s archive 
as a specific form of archive is discussed and placed in an appropriate theoretical 
framework. In this context, the role of the artist as the author has to be defined anew 
taking not only Otto Kris, Ernst Kurz, Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault into 
consideration but also introducing the special role of the anecdote as discussed by Mark 
Ledbury.  
When it comes to displaying archival material, various agents have to be considered. The 
role of the curator, the visitor and the object will therefore be discussed with a special 
focus on the narrative of the exhibition. In the post-museum, the visitor is allowed 
independence in interpreting the display and finding his or her own narrative. With the 
appropriate inclusion of archival material the curator can encourage this independence. 
Four case studies exemplify the importance of artist’s archival material and its successful 
inclusion in an art exhibition. With the main example Paul Klee. Life and Work, a recent 
exhibition at the Zentrum Paul Klee Bern, a way is shown in which archival material 
could be juxtaposed with the art and what this juxtaposition ultimately could mean.  
 
Keywords: artist’s archive, post-museum, role of the curator, anecdote, Paul Klee. Life and 
Work exhibition    
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1. Introduction 
 
The material that an artist leaves behind – documents, photographs, objects or diaries – 
mostly just gather dust in the storage of institutions. They have been bequeathed to 
these institutions for safekeeping and to provide the researchers with valuable sources 
when it comes to the life and work of the artists. In this context, the archive is valued as 
important.  
Archival material from an artist’s archive can also be used in art exhibitions to 
accompany the artworks. However, it is often the case that when visiting such 
exhibitions this seems to happen in a very neglectful and disappointing manner with the 
material scattered in dusty display cases placed in a corner, out of sight and interest of 
the visitor. Even though scholars and researchers acknowledge the importance of the 
archive in general, notably the artist’s archive – particularly in relation to the academic 
field, – many curators and visitors neglect archival material in exhibitions and focus on 
the artworks. The reasons for this may be manifold: the material asks for a different 
treatment than art, a clear structure and proposed narrative in order to enable the 
visitor to “read” and understand the meaning of the material; the curator needs to 
employ specific strategies in order to introduce archival material in a meaningful way 
into the exhibition, both in relation to the artist’s biography, but also the material’s 
relevance for the exhibition and its connection to the artworks on display; and finally, 
the artist as a person has been made redundant through Roland Barthes’ declaration of 
the death of the author and thus the personal papers have become worthless in 
connection with art. 
It appears however, that in recent years there has been a shift in the display of 
archival material. It can be observed that the artist as a person seems to become more 
important again and as a consequence archival material is being moved from the corner 
of the exhibition space closer to the centre as an almost organic component of the 
exhibition. Some curators have started to develop new ways of combining works of art 
with other material and establishing new meanings through their display. Private 
documents, photographs or letters of an artist can be used by the curator to propose 
alternative narratives in the exhibition, which the visitor can decipher and thus gain the 
impression of encountering other aspects of the artist as a person. Ultimately, by using 
archival material and experimenting with its presentation the curator can create an 
alternative (art) history with new myths surrounding the artist. This is relevant in the 
context of a time where interdisciplinarity and thinking outside the confinements of art 
history becomes more and more important. Our time is in need of new modes to relate to 
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art. In this context it seems imperative to also change the way exhibitions are made and 
archival material is included and treated.  
The creation of such myth of the artist and the focus on the artist as a person regains 
again importance more than forty years after Barthes’ Death of the Author from 1968. 
With this newly rediscovered focus, the artist’s life and biography push towards the 
centre of attention. This trend of the recurrence of the artist can, for example, be 
observed in artists like Jeff Koons or Damian Hirst, who not only create a myth around 
themselves but also make their lives seemingly part of their oeuvre. In exhibitions, 
archival material such as letters, documents, films, voice recordings or photographs can 
illustrate the life of an artist and also put it into a wider framework, in the context of the 
artist’s time. Even though these materials cannot access the memory or reconstruct the 
actual events that are part of an artist’s biography, they can offer a seeming proximity to 
the artist as a private person and edge closer to a better understanding of the artistic 
process. As a consequence, this specific part of a display should not be considered as 
something marginal and negligible. In order to make the visitor understand the role of 
an archive, art historians and museum professionals – especially curators – need to deal 
with the various forms of presentation of non-artistic material in an art exhibition. 
 It is precisely this, which puts archival material in a special position: that it is non-
artistic material. This special status in an art exhibition requires that the material is 
treated differently in order to be comprehensible. As mentioned above there is indeed a 
shift happening towards a new role of the archive in the art exhibition. While this is 
certainly a step in the right direction, taking the display cases with archival material out 
of the corner of the exhibition space and putting them into a more prominent position, 
new issues and questions arise: how can archival material be presented in a way that it 
makes sense to and meets the needs of the visitor to allow for new perspectives in 
encountering the artist? What are the factors that play into the presentation and how do 
curators, visitors but also objects deal with them? 
 Accordingly, this thesis will examine how a curator can deal with an artist’s archive 
in order to achieve a clear legibility for the visitor. When placed in the framework of an 
art exhibition, the whole context of this exhibition has to be taken into consideration: 
how the archival material works with the art and what relationships and tensions result 
from such juxtapositions. Attention will be placed on the strategies and means available 
to the curator in order to, on the one hand, contextualise the material, and on the other, 
to open up a narrative for the visitor.  
Archival material though, as argued in this thesis, has to be exhibited for a visitor 
who seeks to be given the means for an independent way to interpret the exhibition. 
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Archival material should be used by the curator to create alternative ways of reading in 
order to overcome master narratives that seem to dominate art exhibitions today. To 
raise the issues of the appropriate consideration of artist’s archives in art exhibitions 
right at this moment in time is essential, since this afore mentioned shift in its 
significance for the museum display is happening only recently – in the wake of the 
‘post-museum’1.  
 
 
1.1 Theoretical Framework 
The main focus for a theoretical discussion of the issue will lie on literature on the 
archive but also on authors dealing with biographical objects. Among others, authors 
such as Caterina Albano’s Displaying Lives (2007), Sue Breakell’s Perspectives. 
Negotiating the Archive (2008), or Stuart Hall’s Constituting the Archive (2001) will 
provide the background for this debate. These authors deal with biographical objects 
contained in the archive, the archive’s composition and relevance for museums. 
Literature on archives mostly deal with its constitution, the archivist’s task or the power 
inherent in the archive. Sue Breakell, an archivist and scholar, has dealt with the 
artist’s archive, its significance but also the problems it entails. An explicit postmodern 
approach to the archive is offered by archivist Terry Cook in his text Archival Science 
and Postmodernism (2001). Cook detects a shift in the archive from perceiving the 
document as a passive agent to an active one, which is important in relation to the use of 
archival material in art exhibitions. The selection of the texts and theorists is based on 
their usefulness in order to come up with a clear definition of the archive applicable for 
this thesis.  
Die Legende vom Künstler (1934) by Ernst Kris and Otto Kurz, dealing with the role 
of the artist and especially the biography in relation to art, will be useful in connection 
with Mark Ledbruy’s Fiction in Art History (2013), particularly in underlining the new 
importance of the artist’s archive in an art exhibition context, based on the regained 
relevance of the artist as a person. These authors have written their analyses of 
anecdotes surrounding artworks and artists more than eighty years apart, which is due 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The post-museum, like the modernist museum, is a concept developed by Eilean Hooper-Greenhill. In her 
book Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture from 2001 Hooper-Greenhill outlines the idea of the 
post-museum and its most important characteristics that distinguish this model of a museum from the 
modernist museum. The author mentions: “The post-museum is a new idea that is not born yet, but whose 
shape is beginning to be seen”. See: Hooper-Greenhill 2000, p. 8. 
Some of aspects of the post-museum entail an emancipated visitor, provided with means to an independent 
interpretation by the curator, an interdisciplinary approach or alternatives to the master narrative of the 
modernist museum. The post-museum and the above mentioned issues will be introduced and further 
discussed in chapter 3. 
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to the influential text by Roland Barthes. This interruption in the consideration of 
artist’s biographies, lives and archives and their new importance are also reasons why 
this thesis is necessary, in order to analyse new developments and detect issues 
surrounding them.  
When it comes to the archive, art history mainly engages with the artist-as-archivist, 
where the artists work with an archive – be it their own or someone else’s, or even an 
institutional one – and turn it into a work of art. These discussions, however, take on 
another approach because the tension between the artwork and the archival material is 
an entirely different one; in these cases, the material is the artwork. Writings and 
exhibitions on this phenomenon are helpful in that they show how archival material can 
be dealt with in an exhibition context. On the archive as art much has been published, 
for example James Putnam’s Art and Artefact (2001), Okwui Enwezor’s Archive Fever 
(2008) or the 1997 exhibition catalogue Deep Storage, edited by Ingrid Schaffner and 
Matthias Winzen. It is necessary to discuss these exhibitions, and also the phenomenon 
of the artist-as-archivist as it seems that the museum almost starts to mirror what the 
artists are doing by putting a greater focus on the archival material. 
In this context of the seemingly greater importance of archival material, this thesis 
advocates a change in the conventions of dealing with archival material from an artist’s 
archive in favour of a more prominent and appropriate display of said material. In this 
context it is important to go beyond the scope of today’s conception of an art exhibition 
and its task and therefore utilise the framework of the post-museum. The post-museum 
is a concept constructed by museologist Eilean Hooper-Greenhill (2001) and offers a 
framework in which to place the changing display conventions and discuss the various 
roles of the agents dealing with the archive: the curator, the visitor but also the object 
itself. 
Continuing with display theories as essential in the display of archival material, the 
focus lies on strategies and issues surrounding the creation of a narrative, and the 
encounter of the visitor with the object and the narrative. This will provide a basis for 
the considerations on how the curator should deal with archival objects. Werner Hanak-
Lettner’s book Die Ausstellung als Drama (2011) will serve as a foundation of the 
discussion, since he considers the main factors – audience, object, and curator – of an 
exhibition. Ashley Williamson’s essay The Archive on Display (2013), dealing with a 
theatre’s archival material on display, will provide some interesting inputs in the display 
theory of an archive also concerning the role of the curator and the archivist. Other 
aspects of exhibition layout, the role of the curator, the visitor and the object will be 
discussed through Caterina Albano (2007), museologist Susan Pearce (1992) and the 
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author of the influential publication New Museology (1989), Peter Vergo. Further, 
important in the discussion of the display of artists’ archives is to consider objects that 
stem from performance art. Such objects are in some sense linked to the artist’s 
biography as remnants of a live-event of the past and are now in need of a 
representation in art exhibitions. Authors discussing issues around performance objects 
are Klare Scarborough (2010) and Philip Auslander (2006). Leaving the realm of the 
theory surrounding the art exhibition will be necessary as the discussed is not art, but 
archive. Texts from other disciplines have to be taken into account, since they will serve 
to answer some questions and issues that arise with the display of mainly paper 
documents. Andrea Fix-Berger and Barbara Hähnel-Bökens illuminate in their text Die 
Präsentation einer Literaturausstellung (1988) how paper material like books can be 
displayed in an exhibition and advocate an approach that stimulates the interest of the 
visitor. Helmut Kretschmer, an archivist himself, discusses in his text 
Ausstellungstätigkeit in Archiven (1985) how archival material can be put on display, 
which possibilities the curator has and what kind of material and its presentation can 
address a visitor best. Brought together, all these theories and texts offer a broad 
approach to the display of archival material in an art exhibition and provide a basis on 
which the case studies can be discussed.   
 
 
1.2 The Archive from Different Perspectives 
The artist’s archive here refers primarily to material like documents or recordings that 
have a direct or indirect relation to the artist’s life: letters, photographs, diaries, 
personal objects, handwritten catalogue raisonnés, oral history or film recordings, or 
artistic utensils from the artist’s studio – i.e. all the material directly related to the artist 
that is not a work of art. However, the scope of this thesis only allows a focus on 
documents and photographs while the important aspect of oral history has to be 
neglected. The recorded voices of artists or someone close to them addresses the visitor 
on a more direct level than a photograph or a letter can, and thus surely adds another 
dimension to an exhibition. More senses are being triggered and the exhibition becomes 
tangible on another level. Jean-Pierre Wallot and Normand Frontier argue in their text 
Archival Science and Oral Sources (1998) that indeed, recordings of oral history 
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(…) go beyond mere language and bring out personality traits and nuances of meaning, tone 
and emotion that are lost in writing. They provide access to meanings, to facets of 
communication that are otherwise inaccessible.2 
Furthermore, oral history seems to be a medium that supports the claims of the post-
museum and other theorists of opening up the dialogue to a polyphonic narrative. While 
these are all reasons to include oral history in this thesis it was a necessary choice to 
leave it out since it would ask for another approach to the archival material discussed. 
As a consequence the focus here will be on the paper documents, photographs or letters 
contained in the archive. These materials demand for a different treatment than oral 
history and are perceived by the audience in a different way.  
 On the basis of explicit case studies of recent exhibitions, the observations made in 
the theoretical parts will be applied to actual displays. Thus, the strategies curators use 
in reality shall be disclosed and analysed, in order to illustrate how the narrative can be 
made visible for the visitor and how an artist’s archive is actually treated in a recent art 
exhibition. 
In order to discuss the case studies, the archive both in general and the role it plays 
in the museum will be explored in chapter 2. Considering that an artist’s archive is 
neither art nor mere institutional or historical archival material, and due to its inclusion 
in art exhibitions and art museums, it could be deemed an in-between3. This discussion is 
relevant for the thesis as it shows the role of archival material, especially in regard to an 
artist’s archive. In this part the artist’s archive will be defined. Also the ‘artist-as-
archivist’ will be introduced as a concept in order to be able to clearly distinguish this 
form of artistic production to the artist’s archive in exhibitions and also to emphasise the 
important role of archives in the art museum. 
Following these deliberations, display strategies of art museums and of archives will 
be examined in chapter 3. The role of the curator, the visitor and the object shall be 
analysed. The visitor and his or her encounter with the material play an important role 
when it comes to the question of the narrative created by the curator.  
In these first two chapters, textual analysis and research form the basis of the 
argument. In the last chapter, practical examinations on several case studies will offer 
an opportunity to approach the above asked question how artist’s archival material can 
be presented appropriately to the needs of the visitor but also that it offers a narrative in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Wallot and Frontier 1998, p. 367 
3 This term is used here to highlight the assumed special status of the artist’s archive. The position of an in-
between ascribes to the artist’s archive a somewhat floating position between a historical archive – as a basis 
for art historical research – as well as the private archive of the person behind the artist and as an aesthetic 
but also informative part of an exhibition. It can also be considered as an in-between due to its shifting in 
importance and in its position in an art museum as analysed in this thesis.  
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connections with the artworks on display, not only on a theoretical basis but also from a 
practical point of view. All of the case studies follow the criterion of being recent since 
the aim of this thesis is not to give a historical overview of display strategies but to 
examine the conventions as used by curators in current exhibitions. Only on the basis of 
these current display practices of the archive, the issues raised in this thesis can be 
discussed and maybe even open opportunities for the future of the display of archival 
material. 
The exhibition Paul Klee. Life and Work held in 2013/2014 at the Zentrum Paul Klee 
Bern (Switzerland) was chosen as a main case study. A visit to this exhibition also 
served as inspiration for this thesis since the way the curator dealt with the archival 
material in juxtaposition with the works by Klee seemed to integrate the documents in a 
more immersive way than most other exhibitions. The material not only appeared to be 
more interesting and attractive but also invited the visitor to linger longer than usual in 
front of the display cases and deal more extensively with its content. This was intriguing 
due to a personal interest in archival material and also because the question arose if 
there are other exhibitions that deal in a similar way with archival material of artists. 
The artist’s archive is an important tool for an art historian not only to learn about the 
artist and his or her biography, but also to find out more about the time and gain 
information about the way of working.  
Another visit that inspired the choice of the last case study that will be discussed 
was the Van Abbemuseum in Eindhoven. The integration of the institutional archive in 
the display of the permanent collection is intriguing since it is presented as an organic 
part of the exhibition and engages the visitor actively. Even though the archival material 
in the Van Abbemuseum does not belong to the life of an artist it is still an example of 
great importance for this thesis due to its progressive treatment of documents in an art 
exhibition. The two other case studies, the exhibition Van Gogh’s Letters. The Artist 
Speaks from 2009 and a show on Roland Barthes in the Centre Georges Pompidou in 
2002 again offer insight in the archive of a person. In the case of Van Gogh, the letters 
were being presented to the visitor in an innovative way considering the well-researched 
and well-known status of the letters. This exhibition is especially interesting due to the 
use of the display cases and also the eschewal of transcriptions and translations of the 
letters, as will be discussed in chapter 4.2. Roland Barthes is not an artist but to 
introduce his life and work into a well established art museum like the Centre Georges 
Pompidou justifies the choice of this case study. The personal archival material was 
quite minimal in this exhibition that put the focus mainly on the theoretical writing of 
the author. Nevertheless, the exhibition addressed the visitor on an emotional level quite 
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unexpectedly. All the case studies emphasise the various way curators deal with an 
archive and thus highlight another possibility and another aspect. Ultimately, they 
enable this thesis to illustrate various possibilities of how archival material could be 
treated by the curator and where an appropriate dealing with the mentioned possibly 
could lead to.  
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2. Theoretical Background on the Archive in the Museum 
 
Various factors concerning the archive have to be considered and introduced before any 
valuable statements can be made on the display of archival material in an art museum 
context. In this chapter, the archive will be placed in a theoretical framework based on 
literature on archival theory, in order to enable further discussion. In the last two parts 
of this chapter the newly regained relevance of the artist’s archive for an exhibition 
context will be illustrated followed by a discussion of the phenomenon of the artist-as-
archivist. This is done in order not only to create a connection to the following chapters 
but also to illustrate the actuality of the issue of archival material in art exhibitions. 
While extensive research has been done on the archive and much has been written 
about its formation, meaning, narrative, organisation or history, the aspects of the 
archive discussed in this thesis are the ones that seem to be the most relevant in 
connection to the archive in art exhibitions. 
 
 
2.1 Theorists of the Archive: Freud, Foucault and Derrida  
Charles Merewether (2006) observes that “one of the defining characteristics of the 
modern era”4 is the archive, and the significance given to the accumulation and storage 
of documents on which historical knowledge and remembrance are built. The documents 
and records kept in the countless archives that are maintained and established all over 
the world make up the foundation of every historical piece of writing and their ordering 
has a crucial influence on the outcome of such writings.5 Therefore, many theorists have 
written on the archive, approaching the topic from various directions, times or 
theoretical backgrounds. Something most of them share, however, is their reference to 
the three most influential theorists who have dealt with the archive over the 20th 
century: Sigmund Freud’s Notiz über den Wunderblock (1925), Michel Foucault’s 
L’archéologie du savoir (1969) and Jacques Derrida’s Mal d’archive (1995). Each one of 
them has a different take on the archive. Archival theorists are often citing them 
because these writers are concerned with the idea of the archive as an integral part of 
our society.  
Even if these three influential theorists in the field of archival science are of great 
importance, for the purpose of this thesis their reflections on the archive do not seem 
highly applicable. The main reason for this lies in their profoundly abstract and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Merewether 2006, p. 10 
5 Ibid., p. 10 
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theoretical nature, whereas the archive as treated in this context is seen as an entity 
that has a practical and specific use to it. Freud, Foucault and Derrida see the archive as 
a place where memory is kept and they mainly focus on the aspect of establishing the 
archive as a means of preserving memory. The artist’s archive as part of an exhibition, 
its use in the museum or for scholarly intent presents an already accumulated unit that 
has undergone stages of selection and is in itself a coherent entity. Not its establishment 
as a place where memory is being stored but the archive’s presentation plays the main 
role in the museum context and in this thesis.6 
 
 
2.2 What is an Archive?7  
When thinking of an archive, the most common associations will be of a large storage 
space filled with shelves, filing cabinets and documents, gathering dust and waiting for 
someone to show interest in them. In most cases, they are inaccessible to the public and 
their ordering system is a perplexing code, which not many have the ability to decipher. 
This also means that the documents contained are considered to be located outside the 
life cycle of objects, or, as Sue Breakell and Victoria Worsley (2007) observe, archives 
are, due to their storage hidden in basements and out of reach of the public, associated 
with death.8 Despite this popular conception – shared by many authors9 – the archive as 
a whole is not a lifeless entity even long after its initial establishment; it is constantly 
being rearranged and added-to. However, the individual object or document that enters 
an archive – or any other collection for that matter – is a different issue: the only way to 
preserve an object or a document, as the archivist and archival scholar Sue Breakell 
argues in her text Perspectives: Negotiation the Archive (2008), is “by stopping life’s 
course”10. The object or document becomes deprived of its original function as soon as it 
enters an archive or a collection. Its new purpose is to stand for something it once was, 
namely to represent its kind. Thus, the object and the archive build a contradictory 
entity, where the active and changing archive contains and is made up of passive 
placeholders. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 See: Freud 1948 (1925); Foucault 1969; Derrida 1995. For further discussions on Freud, Foucault or 
Derrida see for example: Breakell 2008, Cook 2001, Hall 2008, Merewether 2006.  
7 The archive discussed in this chapter includes all possible archives, such as historical archives, 
governmental archives, institutional archives or personal archives, to name just a few. The author does 
understand the archive as an entity that always contains the story of a person. This implies that in any form 
of a document or record, a person is involved, not only as subject but also as object. 
8 Breakell and Worsley 2007, p. 176 
9 Also Okwui Enwezor for example points out that the popular conception of the archive is that of a dim, 
dusty and inaccessible place that evokes passivity rather than an active encounter with the documents. See: 
Enwezor 2008, p. 11  
10 Breakell 2008, paragraph 8 
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The moment when the document or the object becomes transformed into an archival 
record is when the archive is being constituted. According to Stuart Hall’s Constituting 
an Archive (2008) this moment is significant. It is the moment when a collection 
assembled from random objects or documents that do not follow a coherent line of 
production becomes something ordered and deliberated, thus the object is reflected upon 
and open to debate. When an object enters an archive, its “creative innocence” ends and 
it enters a new stage of being.11  
This is also true for an object that enters a collection. There is, however, a difference 
between a collection and an archive. Sue Breakell (2008) distinguishes the archive from 
the collection by elaborating that the archive is, other than a mere collection, a body of 
objects and records left behind by life, documenting traces of actions, belonging and 
relating to each other. Collections on the other hand are individual objects possibly 
without any previous connection that have been brought together and ascribed both a 
monetary and cultural value. Another distinction between the archive and a collection is 
that there is no obvious logic inherent in the archive. While a collection is most often 
built after an overarching theme, an archive consists of a bulk of records.12 It is 
understood that this bulk is only transformed into an archive after the process of 
selection by a person with the authority to do so – mostly the archivist – and the value of 
something worth keeping has thus been added both to the individual object and the 
archive as a whole.  
Breakell further argues that there is no inherent narrative within the archive; it has 
to be generated every time anew by the user who becomes the author of a story that the 
material could tell. 13  Eric Ketelaar (2001) supports this by suggesting that every 
intervention into the archive creates a story. By imposing an order, an archivist creates 
and manipulates the narrative of the documents and records. Hence, stories are being 
added and Ketelaar argues that these subsequent stories resound the voices of every 
person who has been in contact with the documents.14 Ketellar’s and also Breakell’s 
discussions of the narrative within the archive can be related to Harriet Bradley (1999) 
who notes that the archive constitutes memories of the past and makes it possible to 
reconstruct or restore the past.15 This is to say that records in an archive establish 
possible narratives of a life once lived through their content, which is being interpreted 
by the user of the archive who imposes new narratives on it. There must as well, as 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Hall 2008, p. 89 
12 Breakell 2008, paragraph 10-11 
13 Ibid., paragraph 13 
14 Ketelaar 2001, p. 140f 
15 Bradley 1999, p. 116 
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Bradley rightly points out, be an awareness of the temporal and spatial distance 
between the author and the documents that prohibit an understanding of the original 
meaning but are rather indebted to the Zeitgeist of both the author and the user.16  
The author of the archive is not necessarily the author of the document, and when 
the document enters an archive it – according to the post-colonial theorist Achille 
Mbembe (2002) – “cease(s) to belong to its author, in order to become the property of 
society at large”17. Various agents, who are part of the society at large – such as 
archivists, curators, or researchers – work with the archive; they structure, select and 
rearrange its content and thus impose their own authority on the records and 
documents. Consequently there is a notion of discrimination and selection inherent in 
the archive and, as Mbembe elaborates, the archive ultimately is a status: through the 
imposed selection some documents are being privileged and deemed worth keeping while 
others are being dismissed and judged not worthy of being preserved. The agent working 
with the material leaves out the author and therefore establishes a new authority over 
the records, opening them up for any desired reconstruction.18 Considering this, as soon 
as documents enter an archive they begin to function as a means to tell a manipulated 
story, one version of the truth. The initial owner or creator of the document loses the 
authority over his or her own material. 
Before it can come to a reconstruction, however, the bulk of records and documents 
has to be analysed and sorted. Breakell notes that one of the key roles of the archivist is 
to take an objective position and to handle the material as neutrally as possible. Yet, she 
is aware that this is not possible; subjectivity and valuation start with the ascription of a 
purpose to the material. The meaning of a document can therefore not be fixed as every 
use leaves its traces and changes the meaning.19 Indeed, there is no neutrality possible 
when handling archival material. As Ernst van Alphen (2008) rightly points out, the 
process of archiving is a process of classification and categorising. There is no 
automatically generated meaning in the objects contained in the archive, but the 
meaning is imposed by a subjective outside force.20 This opinion is also shared by other 
authors such as Terry Cook (2001) who affirms that everything in an archive is 
presented, rearranged or read in order to serve a purpose, a subjective meaning is thus 
being added constantly.21  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Bradley 1999, pp. 108f and 113 
17 Mbembe 2002, p. 20 
18 Mbembe 2002, pp. 20 and 25 
19 Breakell 2008, paragraph 13 
20 Van Alphen 2008, p. 66 
21 Cook 2001, p. 7 
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Breakell and Worsley note that the retention of the original order of the bulk of 
material, which also holds evidential value, is an important aspect in the practice of the 
archivist. However, they also admit that keeping everything is not possible and that 
things have to be taken out of the archive. To give full disclosure on the process of 
sorting out, every decision concerning the archive has to be made transparent, and so 
does every further change on the records. 22  As Brown and Davies-Brown (1998) 
elaborate, the selection is connected to a struggle since the seeming truth archivists tell 
is a version of collective memory that is being accepted or not by the public.23 This 
reflects on statements made by some authors above. However, the introduction of the 
collective memory by Brown and Davies-Brown adds a further dimension to the 
discussion. The collective memory is part of history writing, and, as Mark Lynch (1999) 
notes, the struggles in controlling the access to the archive, its composition and the 
practices for assembling an archive and thus writing history are just as important as the 
reconstruction of history through them.24 In Cultural Memory and Western Civilization 
(2011), Aleida Assman ascribes the archive the reverse role of the rubbish dump as both 
of them require that the objects are being sorted out and a decision about their value be 
made. She further elaborates, just like Mbembe, that the decisive factor whether 
something is being kept or not – or even put in an archive or a museum collection – 
depends on the sturdiness of its materiality and on its subjective value 25  for 
contemporary as well as future generations.26 Subsequently, the value of the document 
has to serve the collective memory.  
Returning to the role of the sorting of records, the archivist Brien Brothman claims 
in Orders of Value (1991) that the main goal of an archivist is to establish an order 
mainly by excluding records that seem to be worthless. These rejected records can be 
seen as rubbish that would undermine the general order and content of the archival 
material. As a consequence, Brothman remarks, these removed objects lose their right to 
exist.27  
This selection and weeding out inevitably leads to gaps in the records, which is one 
of the inherent characteristics of an archive despite its ostensible completeness. Breakell 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Breakell and Worsley 2007, p. 177 
23 Brown and Davis-Brown 1998, p. 22 
24 Lynch 1999, p. 67 
25 This value is understood to be another value than the one ascribed to the collection above. While the value 
of a collection is both cultural and monetary, the one of an archive is indeed cultural but also of great 
relevance for research. The value of archival material only comes into being after the selection made by the 
archivist, before the bulk of material is merely an accumulation of motley papers. There can of course also be 
a monetary value ascribed to the archival material, which strongly depends on the nature of the document. 
For example if there are sketches drawn by the artist on a piece of paper, this document bears an artistic 
and monetary but also cultural and documentary value. 
26 Assman 2011, p. 369 and Mbembe 2002, p. 20 
27 Brothman 1991, p. 81 
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identifies these gaps as partly random and partly due to selection and attributed value 
as results of social and temporal context.28 The gaps, selection and arrangement of the 
records determine an order in the archive. Brothman applies the interesting metaphor of 
an Edenic order29, by which he means the final order of the archival material after the 
selection and “editing” through the archivist. He claims that to achieve this status there 
are two principles that an archive must observe: the original order – the one in which 
the records arrive in the archive –, and the provenance of the material. The original 
order has already been discussed above. Yet Brothman admits that the original order is 
problematic since there are limits to retaining it, especially as it has to be scrutinised as 
to what exactly the original order is. He further argues that for some archivists it is 
problematic since it is questionable if this arrangement should indeed be the final one. 
Brothman therefore requests that a distinction is made between the original order and 
the archival order as imposed by the archivist. However, what the organisation of the 
records does at the end of the day is to simplify the reality and offer one specific way of 
reading.30  
Terry Cook (2001) analyses archival science’s relation to postmodernism and how 
postmodernism influences in what manner the archive is being perceived but also being 
used. This is of interest in the context of this thesis in so far as Cook discerns a 
paradigmatic shift in the archive: it is no longer considered as passive with an archivist 
as mere guardian but as an active entity in constant change, that is being worked with 
and altered by the outside. This helps to emphasise the gravity of the discussion 
introduced above about the impossibility of neutrality and objectivity in the archive. 
Furthermore, Cook advocates the social environment of the document held in the 
archive, and that the focus must be on the context in which it was created and how it 
came into the archive, rather than purely on its content.31 This ties in with Bradley’s 
remark on the temporal and spatial aspect of a record that cannot be reconstructed. 
This discussion on the aspects of selection, order, authority and narrative within the 
archive should serve to illustrate the arbitrariness of these factors. All the authors raise 
awareness of the seemingly obvious issues of selection and discrimination that are 
prevalent in the archive. But even if these issues are obvious, it is crucial to discuss 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Breakell 2008, paragraph 20 
29 Brothman uses the metaphor of a garden to discuss the archive. Just like a garden, an archive has to be 
maintained constantly and with great care, and in order to get an ideal garden – an Edenic garden – the 
weeds and the debris have to be removed. When that is done, the records have to be arranged in groups, an 
Edenic order has to be established through artificial grouping. See: Brothman 1991, p. 81ff 
30 Ibid., pp. 83-85 
31 Cook 2001, pp. 4, 7, 13 
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them in order to be able to use them as a foundation for the further argument of this 
thesis. 
 
A final aspect of the archive that has to be considered is its ambivalent position towards 
private and public sphere. Stuart Hall suggests that collecting and archiving are both 
private and public. Assembled in privacy, the documents are being made public in 
storage rooms and exhibition spaces.32 Mark Lynch affirms this heterogeneity of the 
archive. Since they are guarded in a public space and accessible, the private element is 
being taken away from the records. However, there is still the element of restriction 
through the gaps and selection inherent in an archive, which results in some parts of a 
person’s life (involuntarily) remaining in the realm of the private.33 Making private 
thoughts and records accessible in the archive also entails ethical implications. Karl 
Magee comments on these problems in his text Private Thoughts, Public Records? (2006), 
since the making public of private thoughts is based on ethical grounds, a conclusive 
answer cannot be given.34 It seems that the user of the archive has to decide in each case 
how to deal with the material. Even if there are codes of ethics available for the 
archivist, they do not elaborate on the right for privacy of the original author of the 
documents.35   
 
 
2.3 A Working Definition  
In the literature on the archive it becomes apparent that even though there seems to be 
a general consensus on a definition of the archive, every author puts an emphasis on one 
particular fraction of the construct.36 The objects defined as an artist’s archive in the 
context of this paper are a bulk of material – photographs, letters, official documents, 
diaries and so forth – whose common thread is its connection to an individual artist. 
These items are not works of art, or part of an art collection, but are characterised by 
their direct link to the artist and provide additional information about his or her life and 
art. While many of these archives are stored in museums or in special institutions 
concerned with the keeping of artist’s archives, there is a clear distinction to be made 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 Hall 2008, p. 91 
33 Lynch 1999, p. 79 
34 Magee 2006, pp. 161ff. 
35 The International Council on Archives worked out ethical guidelines in 1996, as well as the Society of 
American Archivists in 2011. There are also others to be found. The main problem in this context is that 
neither of them deals with the issue of privacy.  
See: International Council of Archives 1996, Society of American Archivists 2011 
36 As elaborated in chapter 2.2. Or see for example: Breakell 2008, Breakell and Worsley 2007, Brothman 
1991, Cook 2001, Hall 2008, Ketelaar 2001, Mbembe 2002  
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between an artist’s archive in a museum and a museum’s archive. In Museums, Objects 
and Collections: A Cultural Study (1992) Susan M. Pearce defines the museum archive 
as the place where all records associated with the museum service and its collections are 
kept.37 Deborah Wythe characterises the museum’s archive in Museum Archives. An 
Introduction (2004) as the museum’s “institutional memory”38. The artist’s archive by 
contrast is concerned with an individual person or artistic collective and gains its 
particular importance through this person and the person’s significance and value for 
the cultural world. The ‘archivability’39 of these documents is generated through their 
association with the artist.  
 
 
2.3.1 The Artist’s Archive  
Due to this thesis’ focus on the artist’s archive as an object of specific concern it seems 
advisable to expound on the particularities of this type of document collection. Document 
collection therefore because this thesis focuses on the paper documents included in the 
artist’s archive. An artist’s archive40  is neither artistic nor simply institutional or 
historical archival material, and due to its inclusion in art exhibitions and art museums 
it could even be deemed as an in-between, as elaborated above. This supposed status of 
the artist’s archive will form the basis of the discussion on its role in an art exhibition, as 
it illustrates the material’s link to the artistic position of the artist and also the artist’s 
localisation in the world.  
The importance of an artist’s archive lies in its connection between the artist’s 
oeuvre and his or her personal life. This material brings the private person behind the 
personae of the artist to the fore, and thus provides valuable insight and additional 
information for researchers. As with all archival material, its significance comes with the 
importance of the person who created it or with whom the records are concerned.41  
These (documents) are now no longer the remnants of someone’s life but their Archive, 
numbered, filed, boxed and preserved for future generations. The transformation is 
complete.42 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Pearce 1992, p. 120  
38 Wythe 2004, p. xi 
39 The term ‘archivability’ has been taken from Achille Mbembe’s text The Power oft he Archive and its 
Limits (2002). Mbembe argues that not all documents end up in archives, which means that only some 
documents actually fulfill the criteria to be deemed valuable enough to be stored in archives. See: Mbembe 
2002, p. 19 
40 In the further course of this thesis, the general term archive will also be used to describe the artist’s 
archive. 
41 Stevenson 2013, p. 157. 
42 McNally 2013, p. 107 
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In her text All That Stuff! Organising Records of Creative Processes (2013), Anna 
McNally describes the formation of an artist’s archive from a bulk of material arriving at 
the disposal of an archivist, resulting in the building of an archive out of the remnants of 
a person’s life. McNally points out that this process of archiving – the selection and 
rearrangement – demands more work than people dealing with the finished product 
might assume. The selection is time consuming and the archivist needs a profound 
knowledge of the artist’s biography and oeuvre in order to be able to judge the value of 
individual pieces of paper.43 As mentioned above the archivist tries to retain the original 
order of the documents. However, as McNally emphasises in her argumentation, this is 
not a realistic approach when it comes to personal material. From the outset there is 
often no (logical) order and the archivist has to proceed with great caution in order to 
recognise the connections and relationships in the papers. The aim has to be to arrange 
the papers in a meaningful manner that is either useful to the researcher or highlights 
the context of their creation. Consequently, the user of an archive has to be aware that 
the imposed order in these primary sources always transports an intermediary 
narrative. The inherent danger is that the researcher takes the order as authoritative, 
and with him or her, the curator and every other user of the archive.44  
Jane Stevenson (2013) provides another view on a person’s archive, which can help 
to illustrate another agent working with the archive: the biographer’s. Researchers or 
curators expect to gain relevant insight into the artist as a private person, but records 
contained in an archive are rather directed to the practicalities of an artist’s life, their 
business and professional relations, as McNally points out.45 Stevenson contends that 
this aggravating circumstance could be ascribed to censorship executed not only by the 
archivist through the selection process, but even before it arrives in the archivist’s 
possession. Whoever is made responsible for a person’s belongings after his or her death 
will often have an image of that person that is considered to be appropriate and 
respectful. This image, however, mostly contains evidence of an artist’s genius and their 
professional success. The personal and private is being eliminated, scandals erased. A 
biographer wishes to find a person’s belongings, according to Stevenson, in “maximum 
preservation and minimum censorship”46 so that the whole story of someone’s life can be 
reconstructed. For a biographer – and arguably for anyone interested in another person’s 
lived life – the private stories are of interest, because they provide explanations that go 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 McNally 2013, p. 97 and 100 
44 Ibid., p. 97 and 102-105 
45 Ibid., p. 98-99 
46 Stevenson 2013, p. 160 
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beyond the artistic work.47 There lies great importance in the archive of any artist, which 
not only serves the curiosity of the masses but also reveals important knowledge about 
the artist. In an artist’s notes there might be an aspect of his or her work revealed that 
has been unknown or forgotten. Works can be dated or given a new title due to remarks 
in correspondence or diaries. Photographs can provide insight into an artist’s social 
context or circle of friends, and even the censorship conducted by relatives and friends 
can provide an understanding of the artist’s life and relationships. Stevenson concludes 
in her discussion about the role of the artist’s archive for a biographer that the reality of 
an artist’s life can only be disclosed if his or her great achievements but also his or her 
faults are known. An archive should remind us that life cannot be lived in retrospect, an 
archive never discloses a full reconstruction and the user only sees what he or she wants 
to see.48 
An artist’s archive has thus different aims for various people. While for the artist the 
objects and documents kept are a means of keeping memory alive and organising life, for 
researchers and biographers the material provides additional insight in their research. 
An archivist finds in an archive material to be organised and guarded for future 
generations and like the curator the archivist wants to find narratives and stories. These 
various aims have all in common that they influence the reading and arrangement of the 
material. However, when working with an artist’s archive as a researcher or curator, or 
engaging with it as a visitor of an exhibition, it seems essential to realise that contained 
within the archive is the biography of an individual person. Yet, precisely for this reason 
it is important to recognise that based on an archive no universal statement on either 
the oeuvre, the artist’s contemporaries or his or her time can be made. Archival material, 
just as a work of art, is always subject to censorship, external narratives and 
interpretations depending on various factors and context. 
 
 
2.3.2 The Biographical Object 
The documents and records, and sometimes the personal belongings or artistic utensils 
like brushes or palettes, are not just purely archival material or recordings of a life lived. 
They also contain the biography of a person and could therefore be considered as 
biographical objects. Especially in the context of an exhibition, the documents, 
photographs and memorabilia tell the story of the person portrayed. They become the 
representatives of another life and thus, as Nuala Hancock (2010) points out, are being 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 Stevenson 2013, p. 158-162 
48 Ibid., p. 165-170 
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re-contextualised twice: the first time when they enter the possession of their owner and 
the second time when they become part of a (archival) collection.49 When the object 
enters the archive after the process of selection, its value has changed due to its 
biographical attributes and from that moment on it is the remains of another person and 
a remarkable life lived.50  
Both Nuala Hancock and Caterina Albano (2007) observe the tangible quality of 
biographical or archival objects. Albano argues that these objects illustrate a person’s 
life, creating a tangible experience and thus placing the intangible personality in a 
concrete framework. 51  Similarly, Hancock ascribes the biographical object the 
characteristic of something that can be collected and looked at, a link to the deceased. 
They are a means to a materialised and nearly physical encounter, almost sensing the 
absent life. The reason why we can trespass into the private materiality of another 
person is their death, as Hancock further elaborates.52 However, some reservations have 
to be made at this point. While the material has often been given to the institutions for 
safekeeping by heirs, it still must not be forgotten that these belongings were once part 
of a person’s life and kept private. The ethical implications are unclear, as mentioned 
above, but it seems crucial to be aware of the vulnerable status of archival and 
biographical material and to treat the objects, like the person, with respect. 
 
 
2.4 The Newly Regained Relevance of the Artist’s Archive 
In 1968, Roland Barthes declared the death of the author, and, if extended to authors of 
any art form, consequently also the death of the artist.53 Michel Foucault retaliated this 
statement by affirming the existence of the author, but who still has no connection to the 
text.54 Another counter argument against Barthes’ announcement invokes the relevance 
of archival material of artists in exhibitions, as discussed in this thesis. Even Barthes 
himself was subject to a biographical exhibition at the Centre Georges Pompidou in 
Paris in 2002. The foreword to the catalogue of R/B. Roland Barthes stated that for this 
exhibition “l’archive est essentielle”55. The reactions of the critics to the show, in which 
archival material was used to accompany Barthes’ texts and to illustrate his theoretical 
discourse, were diverse. Some claimed that he would not have liked it, others 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 Hancock 2010, p. 123 
50 Albano 2007, p. 15 and 17 
51 Ibid., p. 17 
52 Hancock 2010, p. 114-119 
53 Barthes 2010 (1968), pp. 1322-1326 
54 Foucault 2010 (1969), p. 1489. In the context of this thesis there will be no further elaboration on this 
issue. 
55 Exh. Cat. 2002, p.15 
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emphasised the discretion with which the curators dealt with Barthes private life.56 In 
opposition to Barthes’ notion of the demise of the author stand the art historians Ernst 
Kris and Otto Kurz with their 1934 published book Die Legende vom Künstler. In their 
deliberations, the authors focus on the biography of artists and its influence on the 
perception of their art. In doing so they take a traditional stance, placing the artist at 
the centre of art historical debates. Kris and Kurz acknowledge the tendency of trying to 
deduce the circumstances of the artist’s life from the artistic work and of tying the 
character of the artist to his or her work.57 There is a potential risk that this tendency is 
even amplified with the inclusion of archival material in an exhibition, on the other hand 
it seems that museum visitors have to be accredited with more sagacity.  
Kris and Kurz further argue that the popular opinion is that the desired image of the 
artist is somewhere hidden in the work and can be detected there.58 This is also a point 
that Mark Ledbury (2013) still considers as prevalent in the appreciation of art. Ledbury 
notes that the viewer has a love for the artist and still displays curiosity about the 
artist’s life. However, he sees this as a sign that there is the hope that the biography 
tells us something about the works, even that they can be considered as biographical. He 
further suggests that in any archive, so too in the archive of an artist, the historical 
experience is becoming tangible. It serves as a means of material data to make a 
statement about the works, whereas this statement is always built on a mediated 
selection.59 As Ledbury points out, we even create the narrative or the story around a 
painting or a person if it does not have one, because we feel the need to do so. By 
applying a story or a narrative we give the object or the unknown artist an identity: “We 
are dealing not just with the past but with an object in the present that ‘needs’ a past”.60  
Another important factor to be discusses is the anecdote. Kris and Kurz discuss the 
anecdote as an aspect of the biography of an artist, as a part that is not necessarily 
based on a source, but nevertheless forms the narrative of the artist’s life. They try to 
show that indeed the legends of artists are based on pre-formed stereotypes, in order to 
unify the typical fate of the trade.61 Ledbury traces the role of the anecdote in art history 
from the myths of art’s origin to the present day. What seems interesting in this context 
is that he notes that for history, the anecdote is only being recently revived. By contrast, 
in art history, the anecdote never disappeared and was always a potent means to tell the 	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history of art and its practitioners.62 With this, Ledbruy refers to the same tradition of 
the anecdote since Plina or Vasari, just as Kris and Kurz articulate that art history from 
early on was based on a strong tradition of anecdotes as can be seen with Pliny or 
Vasari. It seems, however, that with the archive a factor plays in that seems to render 
the anecdote redundant. Arguably, with the archive, authoritative material is at hand, 
supposedly supporting the truth and the real, not having to rely on anecdotes. However, 
as already discussed, archival material and its selection are based on subjective criteria. 
Especially in the life writing through archival material this means that the narrative 
will always have an anecdotal character based on a subjective selection. Ledbury 
remarks that the anecdote as “beyond the record” is being supported by archival 
material selected by heirs, archivist or curators, in connection with the search for truth 
inherent in us.63 Thus, the material can steer the narrative in one direction. With the 
anecdote, whoever tells the story has a means to come up with exciting or plausible 
explanations for artworks, their resonance or origin. Ledbury characterises the anecdote 
as “fleeting, precise, desiring, enlivening stories about private life. Something more than 
a deadening detail.”64 This makes it, in connection with archival material, an ideal way 
to tell the life story of an artist in connection with his or her works, and thus create an 
interesting and engaging narrative. 
 
After these attempts to elucidate the relevance of archival material of an artist’s life, not 
only in an exhibition, but also and especially for research, returning to Barthes seems 
useful. Not to offer further considerations about the author – i.e. the artist – but to 
introduce the role of the visitor of an exhibition, the beholder of archival material in 
connection with works of art. Barthes argues that with the author gone “the claim to 
‘decipher’ a text becomes quite futile”65. A text cannot be explained anymore through the 
life and background of the author. As a consequence, Barthes sees the coming alive of 
the reader.66 The visitor to an exhibition reads the works of art and the presented 
archival material, and detects possible interpretations. With the anecdote, this also 
means that the visitors, confronted with the material, can comply anecdotes themselves 
and thus continue this tradition in art history. However, in an exhibition, the artist is 
not the author of the documents anymore. When it comes to a display of archival 
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material, in most cases their author has literally died and a new author has stepped into 
their place: the curator, who tells a mediated story. 
 
 
2.5 The Artist-As-Archivist – An Exceptional Position in Exhibitions  
In recent years, several exhibitions have dealt with artists who engage archival practices 
in their works. These artists use personal archives, mass media or found objects, and 
since Marcel Duchamp’s La boîte en valise (1939-1941) there seems to have been a boom 
in collecting and arranging.67 Anna Titus (2013) states that contemporary art exercises 
influence over the archive and the development of new ways of displaying records. 
According to Titus, contemporary art affects the conception and representation of the 
archive and suggests new methods of organising and making it accessible.68 Artist’s 
archives, as discussed in this thesis, could in the context of Titus’ argumentation be 
considered an intermediate stage between contemporary art forms that use the archive 
as an aesthetic means, and mere administrative documents, since the material they 
contain links a life to art. The reasons and methods Titus mentions are manifold, as can 
also be seen in exhibitions where archival practises in contemporary art are included. In 
order to emphasise the importance of the artist’s archive in today’s art exhibitions it 
seems beneficial to discuss the artists-as-archivist on the basis of exhibitions dealing 
with this phenomenon. Such exhibitions, and the artists-as-archivists themselves, assess 
that there is an interest in the archive outside of the confinements of archival science or 
history. The recent development in museums to take archives into closer consideration – 
as will be discussed further down – could be then seen as a mirroring of the artistic 
practice executed on the archive by the artists-as-archivists. Due to these remarks, this 
contemporary artistic current with its roots in the early 20th century serves as an aid to 
highlight the recent emphasis on the exhibition of artist’s archives in art exhibitions. 
In 1997, the exhibition Deep Storage. Arsenale der Erinnerung; Sammeln, Speichern, 
Archivieren in der Kunst dealt with contemporary artists who discuss practices of 
collecting, storing and archiving in their works. Included in the exhibition were works 
executed in various media, such as installations, sculptures, websites, paintings or 
videos. The accompanying catalogue has been arranged alphabetically to pick up on the 
topic of the exhibition, and the texts and artworks included delve deeper into the subject 
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matter. 69  More than ten years later, in 2008, curator Okwui Enwezor staged the 
exhibition Archive Fever. Uses of the Document in Contemporary Art in New York, 
focusing mainly on photography. The intent was to examine how contemporary artists 
deal with mass media, memory and information. In his introductory text, Enwezor 
elaborates: 
The aim is not to produce a theory of the archive but to show ways in which archival 
documents, information gathering, data-driven visual analysis, the contradictions of master 
narratives, the invention of counter-archives and thus counter narratives, the projection of 
the social imagination into sites of testimony, witnessing, and much more inform and infuse 
the practices of contemporary art.70 
Historian and curator Charles Merewether (2006) notes as well that it is in the field 
of art and culture where questions surrounding the constitution of an archive, its power, 
authority and control are being addressed.71 If the artist takes up the methods of the 
archivist through practices of collecting, arranging and storing, the objects and 
documents seem to gain more than just historical relevance; an aesthetic value is 
applied, which justifies the inclusion of the every day – and maybe even the waste – into 
the sanctioned institution of the museum. Mathias Winzen in the catalogue to Deep 
Storage detects in this shift from something mundane to something special so called 
Paradoxien des Sammelns, paradoxes of collecting, where the artistic collecting renders 
the item into something special just through the interest that the artist shows in it.72 In 
his influential text on the artist-as-archivist – An Archival Impulse – Hal Foster (2004) 
detects this archival impulse that is spreading in the contemporary art practice. The 
works produced, according to Foster, not only draw from archives but also generate new 
ones. The product, however, is in most cases incomplete and opens up new possibilities 
and questions – just like an archive can never be complete and can never answer all the 
questions the researcher may have.73 Archival artists like Christian Boltanksi, Hans-
Peter Feldmann or Thomas Hirschhorn question, according to Enwezor, the established 
mechanisms of the archive and can take on different stances; taking on an archival 
structure or challenge the format.74 While some of the artists work with their own 
archives – material that they assembled over the years – many work with found objects 
that they arrange in an archival order.75 	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Further, the artist book interarchive (2002), under the artistic direction of Hans-
Peter Feldman and curated by Hans Ulrich Obrist, investigates the workings of the 
archive in art. The book followed an exhibition with the same name held at the 
Kunstraum of the University Lüneburg. For this exhibition, the private archive of Obrist 
was sent to the German city of Lüneburg, containing material that he assembled over 
the years for the exhibitions he curated. The rearrangement of the material raised 
questions on how to file and organise the content of random boxes. Finally an 
unorthodox way – organising the documents according to their superficial characteristics 
like smell or weight – was chosen and presented in the exhibition.76 The book not only 
focuses on Obrist’s personal archive but also on artistic positions dealing with the 
archive. This comes to show that in the field of contemporary art there is more than one 
way to approaching the archive in an artistic and creative fashion.  
As for Obrist’s boxes filled with material, they form his personal archive, not initially 
meant as an artistic project. In this sense, this material resembles the artist’s archive, a 
bulk of personal documents, photographs or receipts that only gain greater value if 
brought into a specific order and attributed with additional meaning. Ingrid Schaffner 
also introduces the artist’s personal archive in the Deep Storage catalogue. Unlike the 
assembled material for an artwork, the whole life of the artist – according to Schaffner – 
is an archive. Every document, note or inconspicuous sketch could one day become 
important – again a Paradoxie des Sammelns – and enter a collection or archive.77 There, 
the item could catch the attention of a curator and become even more valuable when it is 
being put into a display case and made available to the visitors’ imagination.  
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3. Display Strategies – The Art Museum and the Archive  
 
After this discussion of the archive, the context of an archive in a museum exhibition will 
be discussed in more depth. The following chapters will examine the role of the curator 
in creating a narrative with archival material and art; the visitor’s role of identifying the 
suggested narrative and bringing meaning to the displayed material; and the object’s 
place in the exhibition, its container and the links it builds with its surrounding. Based 
on theoretical texts of authors dealing with different aspects of an art exhibition, the 
roles and agency of each factor involved shall be investigated.  
 
 
3.1 The Archive and the Post-Museum – A Premise  
Archival material could be discussed in the context of an archive or a literary exhibition, 
where the main focus lies on the documents and their content. This thesis, however, 
concerns itself with archival material in the context of an art exhibition. When it comes 
to archives, the material relics of an artist, it seems that the best way to present them to 
the wider public is within an art exhibition. Too often this happens in a rather neglectful 
way in which letters, some photographs and important documents are put in a display 
case and deposited in a dark corner so that the art – supposedly the main object in an art 
exhibition – would not be disturbed. This thesis advocates a change in these conventions 
and argues in favour of a more prominent and appropriate display of an artist’s archive. 
The argumentation is embedded in a postmodern shift of the archive, as Terry Cook 
(2001) describes and as discussed above, from a passive to an active agent,78 as well as in 
the shift from the modernist museum to the post-museum, which Eilean Hooper-
Greenhill detected in her book Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture (2000). 
According to Hooper-Greenhill, the post-museum sees a shift in museum pedagogy 
towards the individual and the display as a means of communication between the 
curator and the visitor.79 In the context of the post-museum, four main points are of 
interest in connection with the display of archival material. First of all, Hooper-
Greenhill states that the museum worker will bridge between various disciplines in 
order to make different narratives available for the visitor.80  By treating archival 
material on a less superficial level and including it in the exhibition as an integral and 
equal component, the curator will be able to create different narratives contained both in 	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the art and the documents. Thus, secondly, according to Hooper-Greenhill, exhibitions in 
the post-museum will challenge the master narratives created by the modernist 
museum.81 Despite the established relevance of the artist’s archive and the consequent 
affirmation of the myth of the artist, as discussed in chapter 2.3, the prevalent view of 
the art speaking for itself and creating a master narrative around it is still in tact. The 
artist is almost left out of the exhibition; only the name serves as a means to attract 
audience. The art is mostly left as the main attraction, independent of the artist’s life. 
This circumstance can be breached by the curatorial decision to put a greater focus on 
archival material in the exhibition. The artist becomes a person again and as such 
tangible to the audience. Furthermore, through the selection and by placing artworks 
and personal papers side by side, the curator can open a discussion not only between the 
individual parts of the exhibition but also between the artworks and the visitor. The 
knowledge that is communicated is thus, as Hooper-Greenhill advocates, fragmented 
and multivocal rather than unified.82 This new way of exchange between the objects and 
the visitor does not assume a specialised audience anymore. Finally, by opening up the 
museum and including other voices from other disciplines, by creating dialogues and 
active agents, the emotions and imaginations of the visitors receive a new emphasis.83 
By bringing the personal aspect of the archival material into a prominent position, the 
curator is able to connect the exhibition with its visitor on another level. It is not only 
the works that tell a story but also the archival material, and seen together, the visitors 
should be able to make their own connections and readings that maybe were not even 
intended by the curator. 
 
 
3.2 The Role of the Curator  
According to researcher and curator Caterina Albano, the monographic exhibition of an 
artist’s work resembles the writing of a biography, as it is established in a chronological 
and organic arrangement of not only the art but also the accompanying material.84 
Responsible for the creation of this display is the curator. He or she takes over the 
archival material from the archivist and tries to bring it into a logical and symbiotic 
relation with the art that is chosen to be in the same exhibition. Or as Albano puts it: 
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(…) the reality that they [biographical objects] illustrate for us is dependent on the work of 
the curators or biographers who, by placing them within the broader context (…), interpret 
them, thus conferring meaning upon them.85 
 The views of the archivist and the curator on the archival material differ, even 
though, as Marisa Bourgoin (2004) states, they have a common ground in education, 
preserving history and enabling access.86 The archivist is concerned with collecting and 
arranging and thus providing a comprehensive collection of documents, while the curator 
is mainly preoccupied with telling a story based on an aesthetic and appealing selection 
but both serve with their individual task the public in making the archive accessible and 
using it as an educational tool. Ashley Williamson in her text The Archive on Display. 
Issues of Curating Performance Remains (2013) shares Bourgoin’s opinion. She observes, 
however, also a contradiction in the work of the archivist and the curator in so far as the 
archivist collects with a neutral and objective mission in mind to compile a most 
complete collection and thereby being unconcerned with finding the narrative within the 
material. The curator on the other hand only shows a selection and thus dismisses the 
aspect of the complete whole. Furthermore, this selection is based amongst others on 
aesthetic aspects representing the most compelling examples to the narrative. In this, 
Williamson makes out a fundamental difference in the aim of the archivist and the 
curator.87 The neutral and objective mission of the archivist as discussed by Williamson 
in this context, however, remains questionable, as shown above. 
Williamson further distinguishes the role of the four agents working with the archive 
in the context of an exhibition; namely the archivist, the researcher, the curator and 
finally the visitor. This distinction is useful in so far as it establishes a basis for the 
following discussion of the individual roles. While Williamson defines the archivist as 
the person who collects all the material that corresponds to the archive’s content, his or 
her focus is not to find a narrative in, or impose one on the material. The researcher on 
the other hand is the one who reveals a narrative by looking through the material 
provided by the archivist. The curator also exposes a narrative, but instead of using it 
solely for research, the curator uses his or her design skills to include the archival 
material in an exhibition and to propose this narrative. The role of the visitor –which 
will be discussed in more depth in chapter 3.3 – is then seen by Williamson as 
uncovering a narrative suggested by the curator.88  
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Archival scholar Eric Ketelaar supports Williamson’s conception of the role of the 
curator, who, according to Ketelaar, identifies a narrative in the available archival 
material that will fit into the context of the art exhibition.89 Ketelaar also emphasises 
the crucial function of the curator to introduce the visitor in an appropriate way to the 
individual elements of an exhibition and to highlight the links. He further elaborates: 
It is his or her [the curator’s] responsibility that the visitor can dispose of the necessary 
knowledge and context in order to be able to read the narrative in the way it is supposed to 
be, but also leave as much free space to have the visitor’s imagination at play.90 
This statement in return supports Williamson’s declaration of the main goals of an 
(archival) exhibition; namely clarity, professionalism and audience engagement. 91 
Archival documents, unlike works of art, do not speak for themselves. If introduced into 
an exhibition context they have to be given a voice in order to tell their story. This voice 
is what the curator wants to give them.92 This ties in with the concept proposed by 
Werner Hanak-Lettner in his book Die Ausstellung als Drama (2011). Hanak-Lettner 
sees the basic narrative storyline of an exhibition as originating in the theatre and the 
exhibition space as the stage where the drama occurs between the visitor and the 
objects. Particularly interesting in his proposed reading of an exhibition is the role of the 
curator, whom he attributes with a powerful impotence– or “mächtige Machtlosigkeit”93. 
This impotence comes with the curator offering a narrative to the visitor whereas the 
ultimate reading and the resulting story have to be left to the visitor.94 According to 
Hanak-Lettner, the curator takes on first the role of the dramaturge or playwright in 
formulating a concept and then takes over the role of the director when it comes to the 
selection and the placing of the objects. The objects he or she chooses are text blocks and 
utterances that carry the proposed narrative and should be interchangeable. As Hanak-
Lettner points out, this view is rather flattering to the curator. However, he further 
argues that the curator is no longer present in the exhibition the very moment the 
visitors arrive. This is where the powerful impotence comes in. The curator has to give up 
the position as the director and leave the stage to the dialogue between the object and 
the visitor, a dialogue that the curator has no influence over anymore.95 Hanak-Lettner 
contends here that the creator of a work, whenever it becomes public, loses all the 
influence over the perception. This is also the case for the director, the musician or the 
artist. What strikes as interesting in this context is that Hanak-Lettner ascribes to the 	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curator the role of an artist when it comes to staging an exhibition. However, this 
concept of the powerful impotence also serves the aims of the post-museum, where the 
visitor should be left with the possibilities to come up with a narrative him- or herself in 
order to give the objects and works of art on display an own story. 
In the context of the narrative, it seems useful to come back to the gaps that have 
been left in the archive through censorship as mentioned in chapter 2.2.1. The narrative 
in an exhibition as well as in an archive is as much based on what is shown in the 
exhibition or contained in the archive as on what is not. And this is what Williamson 
concedes to be a good exhibition. According to her, the curatorial decisions tell a story, 
and part of these decisions is leaving out objects. The visitor can question the display 
and discover a narrative based on the freedom to interpret the gaps and also the 
selection.96 It seems important to emphasise that the visitor depends on the selection 
made by the curator, who in that respect resembles the archivist who makes a selection 
of what is worth keeping and decides on an order. Admittedly, both base their selection 
on different criteria, but while the gaps that the archivists encounter are often made by 
others and they have to detect them by using the knowledge the archivist has of the 
former owner of the documents, the curator creates the gaps just like the person who 
makes a pre-select of the material before leaving it to the jurisdiction of the archivist. 
These considerations lead to a possible equalization of agents working with the archive: 
the curator and the pre-selector (relatives or the artists themselves) on the one hand, 
and the archivist and the visitor on the other. 
Going back a few steps, the first and basic role of the curator when it comes to 
archival material in an exhibition is to open it up to the public and bring its content to 
light. Thus, before creating the narrative, the curator has to make a decision about the 
general content of the exhibition – what Hanak-Lettner called the role of the playwright 
– and decide upon an appropriate exhibition form. Helmut Kretschmer (1985) mentions 
two possible options: the pure archival exhibition or an integrated overall 
documentation.97 However, Kretschmer discusses exhibitions that have the archive as a 
sole focus, whereas this thesis deals with the archive in the context of an art exhibition. 
Nevertheless, some of his observations prove to be useful, especially if put in connection 
with Peter Vergo’s (1989) concept of the ‘aesthetic’ and the ‘contextual’ exhibition from 
his influential book New Museology. In the ‘aesthetic’ exhibition, the main focus is the 
object itself and the visitor is left to communicate with the work of art. With the 
dispensation of additional informative material the curator leaves the visitor to 	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contemplate the artwork and experience its meaning. The role of the object, however, is 
completely different in the ‘contextual’ exhibition, where it functions as a carrier of 
information. There is a co-existence of original material and replicas, since the mediation 
of knowledge is the main purpose of this exhibition type.98 A reason for curators adding 
archival material to the art can be seen in the wish to add biographical and background 
knowledge and therefore to add further meaning.  
Yet, Kretschmer points out that in an exhibition where the focus is mainly on the 
archival material, the curator faces the reality that most visitors will not be able to 
understand them. Handwriting or foreign languages provide a barrier that sometimes 
not even the specialised audience can overcome. The curator runs the risk of creating an 
unintelligible exhibition. The solution Kretschmer proposes is therefore a so-called 
‘thematic‘ exhibition, where the documents are accompanied by optically interesting 
objects and sources such as photographs or sketches.99 Vergo, too, sees the ideal in a 
combination of both his proposed concepts. While he identifies the ‘aesthetic’ exhibition 
to be elitist in assuming a certain degree of education of the visitors and thus excluding 
other social and cultural backgrounds as well as expecting a uniform and coherent 
perception by the audience, he also detects serious flaws in the ‘contextual’ exhibition. 
These exhibitions have an old-fashioned and stuffed ambience and the visitor is 
overwhelmed by the information offered.100 Hence, for both authors the solution seems to 
be to find a balanced way of exhibiting, in which the visitor is not only confronted with 
the transfer of knowledge or purely aesthetic impressions, but can encounter both and 
make their personal connections.  
In their text on literary exhibitions (1988), Berger-Fix and Hähnel-Bökens attribute 
textual documents an opposition to traditional visually oriented display material. These 
kinds of documents are for themselves mostly not very significant, but as already 
pointed out, they need the context of explanations and juxtaposition with other 
objects.101 While most other authors mainly focus on the content, Berger-Fix and Hähnel-
Bökens, but also Kretschmer, concentrate on the layout and design. Kretschmer points 
out that the colour scheme the curator chooses, the light and the placing and type of 
display cases is crucial to the later perception of the exhibition. They are the curator’s 
main means to transport the “right” narrative.102 Berger-Fix and Hähnel-Bökens call 
attention to the fact that the design and layout are inseparably connected to the content 	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and thus form a unit. In exhibitions where textual documents are involved, what is 
shown should be highlighted by how it is presented and thus enable the visitor to 
emotionally experience the display.103 
To conclude, the curator’s role when dealing with archival material in an art 
exhibition is similar to any exhibition: selecting material and developing an aesthetic 
and attractive way to display it in order to reach the visitor. Hanak-Lettner attributes 
the curator with the role of a director, operating in the background and leaving the 
exhibition, the narrative and the proposal of meaning to the visitor – and this ascription 
seems indeed worthwhile. A balanced selection and informative display should be 
provided to the visitor in the post-museum in order to make independent decisions and 
interpretations and not only to be addressed on a solely emotional or educational level. 
The curator has to find the right way between an ‘aesthetic’ and a ‘contextual’ exhibition 
in order to bring two opposing elements together: artworks that demand contemplation 
and archival documents that need explanation. This leads to what Karl Magee and 
Susannah Waters (2011) assess on the cooperation of archivists and curators – a 
cooperation that is crucial if archival material should be put on display in an appropriate 
way. Both will provide each other with different views and work ethics and thus enable 
the archival material to speak to the visitor in the way it should.104  
 
 
3.3 The Visitor and the Narrative  
Concerning archival material, especially an artist’s archive, the audience will most likely 
encounter documents that they have never seen before. For Ashley Williamson, the 
inclusion of the archive in an exhibition signifies a democratisation of the archive and its 
opening up will overcome the limitation of access to scholars and researchers in order to 
allow visitors to explore the documents and works of art in connections they would 
otherwise never encounter. But according to Williamson, merely turning the archive 
inside out and opening it up is not enough; with this kind of material the visitor needs a 
narrative that he or she can interpret and understand.105  
Peter Vergo and Kathleen McLean (1999) represent two different concepts when it 
comes to the curator’s responsibility towards the visitor. While Vergo argues that the 
curator “wants the visitor to get something out of the exhibition”106, McLean takes up a 
different stance. She criticises the curator for choosing one truth over another, forcing 	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the visitor to listen. However, McLean also detects a change in the museum towards the 
visitor and an open dialogue.107 This is a step towards the post-museum, where the 
visitor gets an individual voice and in return justifies a closer look at the role of the 
visitor in exhibitions of archival material, where the voice of this agent is crucial in 
interpreting the objects brought together with the artworks and in bringing them into a 
dialogue. 
Generally, visitors need a context in an exhibition in order to understand and be able 
to locate themselves within it. The curator is responsible to supply this context and 
leaves the visitor with the task to acknowledge it. Particularly important, as Breakell 
and Worsley imply, is the context of the creation of the archival document, which 
positions it in the body of material.108 Arguably, the context of creation is indeed 
important to the object itself, but this context is also interesting for the narrative, 
especially if documents are being brought in juxtaposition with artworks. If a document 
can provide information about the creation of an artwork, its meaning as intended by the 
artist or an anecdote surrounding it, the visitor will be more likely to show interest and 
understanding. 
It seems beneficial to return at this point to Hanak-Lettner’s concept of the 
exhibition as theatre, as introduced in the chapter above. He ascribes the visitor – just 
as the curator – multiple roles: the protagonist, the narrator and the recipient.109 
Through their movement in the exhibition space, to which their reception is directly 
connected, the visitors extract their own story from the proposed narrative of the 
curator. The audience has the power to find the proposed course of the exhibition or can 
actively work against it. Hanak-Lettner ascribes the circuit in the exhibition space the 
character of dramaturgy110. Every exhibition has a beginning and an end within which a 
story is being told; this is what he calls Ablauf – or course of action. The quality of this 
Ablauf is in Hanak-Lettner’s opinion the dramaturgy of the exhibition, and every visit to 
an exhibition has its own Ablauf where the visitor finds his or her individual way.111 
Hanak-Lettner thus allows the visitor the freedom to construct a narrative and sees this 
even as an intrinsic quality of the exhibition audience. Williamson, however, maintains 
that narratives in exhibitions have to be obvious for the visitor, provided by the curator 
in an aesthetic and informative fashion. Exposing a narrative is the task of the 	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researcher or the curator; the visitor takes the position of the attentive reader.112 In the 
context of the post-museum, Williamson’s argument seems untenable and a conservative 
attempt to patronise the visitor. Hanak-Lettner’s proposed position of the visitor finding 
his or her own narrative through the movement in the room, however, supports Hooper-
Greenhill’s claim to involve the visitor’s imaginations and emotions. The audience then, 
especially when encountering exhibitions where artworks are not the sole component, 
should be left the freedom to roam and discover on their own. Archival material, mostly 
based on text documents, demands from the visitor much more attention than a painting 
or a sculpture. The visitor has to be able to choose for him or herself if the transcription 
is worth reading, if there is indeed a connection to the artwork, or if it meets their 
expectations more ideally to merely identify the people in the artist’s photographs and 
wonder about their social life. Furthermore, Hanak-Lettner rightly points out that the 
curator is powerless when it comes to foreseeing the visitor’s movement or behaviour in 
the exhibition.113 This statement ultimately questions whether it is indeed possible for 
the curator to create one stringent narrative as suggested in the modernist museum. 
Moreover, Williamson claims that the presentation of narratives in exhibitions, based on 
archival material providing background information, reflects the visitor’s natural 
appetite for stories.114 This statement can be taken as a reference to the anecdote as an 
inherent part of art history, as pointed out by Mark Ledbury and discussed further 
above. For the visitor, the anecdotal character that an inclusion of archival material can 
entail could prove to be quite sensible. As Ledbury elaborates, the anecdote is a means to 
allow the recipient “(…) to deal in complex, entertaining, and meaningful ways with the 
vast contingencies of art making.”115 Accordingly, the inclusion of archival material in an 
exhibition is an aid for the visitor to understand the broader context of the art. The 
visitor depends on tangible relics in order to grasp the intangible meaning behind them, 
and the narrative – if constructed by themselves or predetermined by the curator – is the 
means to an end: a possible interpretation.   
 
 
3.3.1 How to Influence the Narrative 
Peter Vergo locates the narrative as an innate function of the exhibition in modern 
times.116 In the post-museum, however, the modernist master narratives are being 	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challenged by giving the audience an independent voice by uncovering (hi)stories that 
have been hidden away, as Hooper-Greenhill elaborates.117  
Architectural theorist David Dernie distinguishes in Exhibition Design (2006) 
several display forms, one being the narrative exhibition design. In this approach, as he 
points out, the ordering of the objects in a way that they can tell a story within the 
exhibition space is central. The curator has to arrange the material according to a 
rhythm with varying intensity. The narration thus imposes a structure that can be read 
like a text. The reading is performed by – similarly as in Hanak-Lettner’s Ablauf – the 
visitor’s movement. Dernie sees this movement as essential to the visitor’s experience of 
the narrative; the visitor moves in the space engaging with the object and absorbing the 
information mediated by the curator.118 Vergo in turn considers not only the selection of 
the objects made by the curator, but also the exhibition design, the layout and 
arrangement of the material and the context created around them as intrinsic to the 
storytelling of an exhibition. The narrative continues into the smallest parts of the 
exhibition, such as “the choice of display lettering, of materials and colours for wall-
coverings, the design of the catalogue, of the poster, of related advertisements and 
publicity material.”119 That is to say that many factors influence the meaning and 
narrative, most of which are under the direct jurisdiction of the curator. Vergo continues 
by elaborating that the same selection of material can thus tell a different story if one of 
these factors is changed.120  
Klare Scarborough discusses the display of documentary relics of performance art in 
Authenticity and Object Relations in Contemporary Performance Art (2010). In this text 
she makes some interesting remarks on the position of the visitor that seem applicable 
for this thesis, especially since these objects of documentation have a spirit of 
autobiographical objects and as records of events they could also be discussed in the 
context of an artist’s archive. Scarborough argues that with every display, the objects are 
contextualised anew by their spatial, temporal and social dimensions, which is a result 
of the visitors perceiving the objects in a different way every time they encounter them. 
The setting of exhibitions is interactive, with not only the objects engaging with the 
audience but also inter-personal exchanges, thus the interpretations depend on personal 
but also relational factors. Even though curators may perceive some objects as standing 
for themselves, the visitor does not interpret them in an isolated context but in relation 
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to each other and accordingly constructs a narrative. 121  As Scarborough further 
elaborates: 
Though faced with mediated and often manipulated performance objects, viewers interpret 
records and remnants of the past within dynamic, authentic and live social context.122  
Like other authors, Scarborough mentions as well that the visitor in the exhibition 
performs in communication with the objects and also the other visitors.123 Furthermore, 
she also addresses the visitor’s imagination and emotional response in relation to 
viewing the objects. This aspect is important when talking about the post-museum, 
where the visitor plays a central role and a stimulation of imagination seems to be 
crucial.124 This stimulus stems from the question of the object’s authenticity and the 
traces of use, as argued by Scarborough. If the visitor can detect traces of use on an 
object, he or she is more likely able to comprehend and reconstruct the meaning and 
story intrinsic to the object.125 In the context of the matter of authenticity of biographical 
objects, Caterina Albano adds that they are, for the beholder “authentic for what they 
evoke rather for what they are.”126 This goes to show that for the visitor, the question of 
authenticity is not pertinent but what matters more is that the object and its traces of 
use inspire the imagination and evoke an emotional reaction. In favour of this point is 
also Philip Auslander’s (2006) statement, that “the crucial relationship is not the one 
between the document and the performance but the one between the document and its 
audience.”127 
Auslander, like Scarborough, discusses performance art and its documentation, and 
not biographical archival records in his text The Performativity of the Performance 
Documentation. Nevertheless, his remark seems highly interesting, since it hints at the 
relationship between an object with a supposed history and its beholder in the context of 
an exhibition. As Auslander further argues, the authenticity of objects of documentation 
might lie in their relationship with the audience rather than in their close tie to the 
actual event, and thus “its [the performance document’s] authority is phenomenological 
rather than ontological.”128 Hence, the archival object, just as the performance document, 
gains its authenticity through its inclusion in an exhibition and its supposed traces of 	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use that carry the stories. Or, as Albano concedes, the objects render themselves into 
silent signs and thus are bearers of the narratives they hide but also the ones that the 
visitor wants to hear.129 
 
One final aspect worth mentioning regarding the visitor to exhibitions which seems to be 
of special relevance for displays where text is involved, is what Hanak-Lettner calls 
Eigenzeitverwaltung of the visitor – the visitor’s own time management. The author 
argues that this is a special trait of exhibition visitors, since they are free to follow the 
narrative in any way and in any time they like.130 When it comes to archival material, 
the visitor is asked for more concentration and commitment, since the objects on display 
afford time to be deciphered, understood and brought into relation with the works 
exhibited. The narrative time, according to Hanak-Lettner, resides completely within the 
visitor, who can skip or repeat whole sequences of the exhibition.131 
Ultimately then, the narrative can only be proposed by the curator. The reading, 
interpretation and conclusion lie in the responsibility of the visitor. Through the 
interaction with the objects and the social environment in the exhibition space he or she 
creates every time a unique story. If the curator addresses the audience in the 
appropriate way and stimulates their imagination and emotions, a dialogue can be 
opened up, between the visitor and the object, but also between the visitor and the 
curator a practice that is ultimately advocated by the post-museum.  
 
 
3.4 Objects and Their Hidden Lives  
Archival material usually does not offer much attraction to the eye of the visitor. Letters, 
diaries, photographs or official documents like contracts for the sale of an artwork alone 
would hardly appeal to a large audience. Thus, a balanced combination of archival 
objects and art would seem imperative in the case of artists’ archives in art exhibitions. 
Nevertheless, these objects cannot be treated like artworks or like historical exhibits; 
they belonged to the life of a person – the artist’s. They offer a context for the artist both 
as a private person and a professional, but also for his or her art and time. Archival 
material takes the position of a biographical object and through its inclusion in an art 
exhibition it transforms the display almost into a biographical exhibition. Caterina 
Albano argues that the presentation of personal belongings such as images, letters or 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
129 Albano 2007, p. 17 
130 Hanak-Lettner 2011, p. 107 
131 Ibid., p. 108 
	  	   37 
diaries in an exhibition tries to conjure an encounter with the biographical subject for 
the visitor.132  
Before discussing the specific role of an archival object in an exhibition, it seems 
useful to give a short definition of this kind of objects in order to distinguish their 
difference from art and from historical objects. In her introduction to the book 
Biographical Objects (1998), Janet Hoskins refers to the French sociologist Violette 
Morin who defines the biographical object in distinction to the personal commodity. 
Hoskins points out that the biographical objects are an intrinsic part of a person’s life as 
they mirror our personal aging in their own slow deterioration. Thus, three relations 
characterise this type of object: spatial, temporal and the relation to its owner. The first 
one roots and anchors its owner to a concrete space, whereas the second represents 
through its traces of use the passage of time. Finally the third characteristic functions as 
a tangible representative of its owner’s habits.133  As long as the object is in the 
possession of its initial owner it only has the meaning as ascribed by this one person. 
Arguably, it is a biographical object even then but only its inclusion in a collection and 
thus elevation turn it into a biographical object with a special and external meaning. 
Albano expounds the significance of such objects as parts of collections: 
The status, value and significance of objects change over time in relation to other objects and 
the interaction with collectors, curators, and the audience. To consider objects biographically 
is to reveal something not only about the objects themselves but also those who acted upon 
them. When included in a collection, objects signify two things: they connote the world from 
which they have come and they are inscribed with taxonomies of similar objects.134 
This means that a biographical object does not only stand for itself and its kind but is 
tied to the life of its past owner. If brought into the context of an exhibition, Albano 
further argues, these biographical objects charge the display with emotions and 
imaginations135, ready to be absorbed by the visitor. 136 This makes the biographical 
object a crucial actor in the post-museum through its purpose to reach the visitor not 
only on an aesthetic but also on an emotional level. 
Objects, according to Hanak-Lettner, are the actors in the play of the exhibition. He 
attributes them the ability to speak in direct speech to the visitor. But whether there 
will be a narrative between the character – the object – and the narrator – the visitor – 	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depends on the dialogue that may or may not evolve.137 The objects, in this case, have to 
catch the attention of the visitor, thus, they stand in competition with each other. 
Hanak-Lettner emphasises that important objects in an exhibition are positioned in 
important places, in order to attract the visitor’s attention, which gives the objects even 
more meaning.138 This ties in with Marisa Burgoin’s statement that the selection of the 
archival objects should not only depend on the message they carry but also on their 
visual attraction.139 Arguably, then, not only the most important but probably also the 
visually most appealing object will find itself in the pole position in the competition for 
the visitors attention. A circumstance that might be difficult to apply to an archival 
object, which is more filled with content than attractive to the eye. David Dernie – who 
sees the dialogue evolving between the objects themselves rather than between the 
visitor and the object – discerns that an appropriate exhibition design has to consider the 
content of the collection and the objects. Factors such as colours in the exhibition space, 
the scale of the room, works and display cases, the materials and the lightning, as well 
as sounds and graphics influence the way the objects communicate.140 Also Hanak-
Lettner concedes that a dialogue can happen between the objects and explains that this 
dialogue can take several forms, since in an exhibition there are many reasons to 
juxtapose objects and see how they interact. Yet still, the narrative of the exhibition, 
according to Hanak-Lettner, takes place between the visitor – who lends the object his or 
her voice – and the object by the means of an inner dialogue that develops the drama. 141 
Returning to the biographical object, Alexander Klein (2007) ascribes to an 
exhibition the virtue to be able to reconstruct a human life with a beginning and an 
end.142 This life writing in exhibitions is arguably more prominent if biographical objects 
are on display. Klein further discusses the historical object, which can in the context of 
this thesis be understood as the biographical object. On the example of a Roman 
legionary sandal, Klein demonstrates that a historical object is still a trace of the time it 
stems from, but it is also something that remains. This status as something that has 
been left behind anchors it as part of our world.143 When Hanak-Lettner discusses the 
object as the relic of a person, he observes that we might try to communicate with the 
person who had a relation to that object. Thus, by having a dialogue with an object that 
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belonged to a clearly attributable person, Hanak-Lettner suggests, similarly to Klein, 
that we might even get in a conversation with a past generation.144  
To conclude this elaboration of the object it seems essential to point out – as Hanak-
Lettner does – that objects are being introduced in exhibitions for the reason that they 
are representatives of another world. Spotlights are being directed on them, and – 
following the argumentation of the exhibition as a drama – the emerging character has 
obvious or hidden, sombre or bright traits.145 These facets remain to be discovered by the 
visitor by entering into a dialogue with the objects that – especially biographical ones – 
contain many narratives. 
 
 
3.4.1 The Role of the Display Case 
In exhibitions archival material is primarily presented behind the secure glass of display 
cases. This glass case presents a barrier between the visitor and the objects and thus 
charges the object with additional meaning. Because the display of the archival object is 
so closely related to the display case it seems imperative to pay special attention to the 
vitrine. As will be outlined below, the display case can assume two main functions: mere 
exhibition furniture or symbolically laden container. 
However, it should be first pointed out that Martin Schmidl (2010) observes that 
exhibition designers often undervalue display cases when it comes to their crucial 
function in providing interpretation and context.146 This is to say that the furniture of an 
exhibition – also when housing archival material – should match the context. Introduced 
as matching, the display case helps to create an organic perception of the whole display, 
and the archival material does not stand out as something that does not belong within 
the context of the whole exhibition. 
Starting with the display case as part of the exhibition furniture and seen from a 
practical point of view, Ute Raab (1991) emphasises the case’s role in conveying the 
impression of units within the exhibition. She further characterises a display case that 
would optimally support the exhibition and objects as aesthetically appealing and at the 
same time meeting all the functional conditions such a piece of furniture should 
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material in art exhibitions, since the objects are not as laden with meaning as in memorial exhibitions. 
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feature. 147  These functional features surely include an optimal illumination and 
excellent climate conditions for the fragile objects. David Dernie, however, discerns a 
shift from traditional to more modern display cases. Originally, they were elaborate 
containers, framing the objects and functioning as mediators between the small-scale 
objects they accommodate and the exhibition space. Recently, these impressive and 
slightly old-fashioned cabinets have been replaced by more modern, transparent cases. 
They may not, as Dernie points out, structure the exhibition space as much anymore as 
their bulky predecessors but through their transparent nature the object gains 
importance and stands out more.148 
Other positions argue for a symbolic value of the display case. The main point seems 
to be that the display cases add value and meaning to an object. Sue Breakell argues 
that by putting an object into a vitrine, it loses its identity and reason for being, because 
the initial function it was meant for is abrogated.149 In other words, an object placed in a 
display case ceases to exist in its original sense. Yet it also receives a new identity and 
meaning through the case it is being put in: the one of a museum object. Curator James 
Putnam, too, considers the vitrine a container of symbolic importance as can be seen in 
Art and Artifact (2001). He locates the origin – and thus part of the display case’s 
symbolic importance – in medieval churches and the retention of relics. From these roots 
in the theological context Putnam detects that the object when put in a vitrine, as 
humble and plain as it might be, is being transformed into something valuable and 
special. He concludes that “(t)his is a singular ability of the vitrine”.150 Putnam detects 
the characteristic of the display case as a protective barrier, holding the visitor at a 
distance and further ascribes it with the function to catch the visitor’s attention.151 This 
capacity could lie in the vitrine’s connotation of holding something valuable and the 
visitor’s attraction to the precious exhibits. However, a possible risk is that archival 
material in general does not transport the air of preciousness the framing with a display 
case could convey. Letters, diaries or private photographs are objects that have been 
used and thus carry traces on them, have maybe been damaged or stained – thus are 
anything but precious looking. But following Putnam’s argument, every object will, 
through its inclusion in a display cabinet, be ‘museumized’, an effect that is achieved by 
creating an artificial distance to the visitor and thus filling it with meaning. If the visitor 
cannot touch the object then it is precious and important no matter how significant its 	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149 Breakell 2008, paragraph 8 
150 Putnam 2001, p. 14 
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actual material value. Furthermore, by placing several objects within one display case, 
as Putnam elaborates, this juxtaposition creates a narrative, by suggesting a 
relationship between the objects.152 
 
The display case is a crucial piece of display furniture when it comes to archival 
material. Even though the objects may not convey the impression of being particularly 
valuable, the material they are made of – mostly paper – demands for a barrier between 
the visitor and the object. The vitrine does not only have a functionalistic aspect to it but 
also a symbolic one that highlights its content’s importance. However, a narrative is not 
only constructed through the objects inside it; the display case stands in communication 
with the exhibition space as a whole. It functions as a stage for the objects – the 
characters – and engages in the dialogue between the character and the visitor – the 
narrator. By choosing the most suitable framing, the curator can influence the 
perception of the archival object and its inclusion into the narrative of the exhibition. 
The visitor’s engagement is, as shown, vital for every exhibition, but in the case of 
exhibitions including an artist’s archive, the engagement has to happen on various levels 
and address the audiences’ imagination and emotions. Through the careful placing of the 
objects and their container, the curator has the ability to stage a new narrative and 
enter an active exchange between all agents involved.  
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4. Case Study – Paul Klee. Life and Work (2013) 
 
After these deliberations on the various aspects of the archive and factors at play in 
exhibiting archival material in particular, this last part will exemplify the arguments by 
discussing case studies. The main focus will be on the recent exhibition Paul Klee. Life 
and Work held in 2013/2014 at the Zentrum Paul Klee (ZPK) in Bern. To make the 
argument clearer, additional exhibitions will be discussed, such as the letters by Vincent 
van Gogh from 2009, the Van Abbemuseum in Eindhoven and the biographical 
exhibition on Roland Barthes at the Centre Georges Pompidou from 2002. The 
contemporaneity of the examples discussed is important in so far as the shift towards 
the archive as an important part of exhibitions has only happened recently. 
Furthermore, the questions how an artist’s archive is being put on display in an art 
exhibition, and what strategies the curator does/can apply in order to put the material in 
the context it needs and to construct a clear narrative for the visitor, can only be 
attempted to be answered by looking at current exhibitions. As argued above, the artist’s 
life and therefore also the material left behind by this life have lost their relevance with 
Barthes’ renunciation of the author. However, with for example the need for 
documentation of performance art, the archival document could defend its place in the 
exhibition. And with the arrival of the post-museum, the rising interdisciplinarity and 
the new role of the visitor, it becomes crucial to include other elements in the art 
exhibition and allow them to take a prominent place in order to add another dimension 
to the display. Within this dimension, the master narratives established generations ago 
can be questioned by the imagination of the visitor. 
 
 
4.1 Displaying the Life of Paul Klee 
The first thing the visitor saw when entering the exhibition Paul Klee. Life and Work 
was the title of the exhibition straight ahead, written in three languages [Fig. 1].153 On 
the wall on the right hung blown-up photographic portraits of the artists from 
throughout his life, while on the left there was a questionnaire printed on the wall that 
the artist filled in in 1908. The tour through the exhibition began on the left side. 
The layout of the exhibition was divided into two parts: the outside of the room 
focused on a chronological narration of the artist’s life while the inner compartments 
introduced some artistic techniques applied by Klee. The life of the artist was divided 	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into fourteen parts, spanning mostly over four to five years [Fig. 2]. Each part was 
furnished with a display case containing archival material and the artworks were hung 
on the walls. Year dates and keywords on the walls of the compartments enabled a quick 
orientation [Fig. 3 to 5]. There were no wall texts but instead an exhibition booklet that 
provided biographical information.  
The tall, grey display cases containing the archival material were positioned on the 
outside walls of every compartment. Two shelf spaces – with the upper one slightly 
slanted – in the display cases presented the material on a grey backdrop [Fig. 6 and 7]. 
Underneath the display case was a drawer where an index of the material could be found 
[Fig. 8]. Numbers next to the objects in the case corresponded to numbers on the index 
with the description of the object. Red arrows on the documents, diaries or books 
indicated interesting text passages, for which transcriptions and translations could be 
found on the index. 
The inner four compartments thematised four technical aspects of Klee’s works; 
reverse glass painting, spatula and coloured paste, spray technique, and fabric picture 
supports. There were three wooden table showcases containing Klee’s painting utensils 
and archival material laid out on a dark grey fabric. A label informed that the material 
in these cases is part of donations from the families Klee and Bürgi. The objects were 
thematically grouped, with labels indicating their function and some explanations [Fig. 9 
and 10].  
 
Reactions to the exhibition in reviews can give insight in how it was perceived and where 
the strong points and the weaknesses of the display have been detected. All reviews 
mentioned that the exhibition showed a chronological overview of Klee’s life and work. 
The newspaper Der Bund called it an unspectacular standard exhibition.154 But it was 
also pointed out that some surprises could be found in the archival material with 
previously unknown photographs and letters. An emphasis was generally put on the 
painting techniques on display, especially the newly restored reverse glass paintings.155 
The consensus of the critics was that the exhibition not only showed the artist but also 
the person Paul Klee, and that even though his biography is well known, new and 
unknown aspects have been put on display.156  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
154 Der Bund 2013, paragraph 2 
155 The reverse glass paintings have been restored in a long project, financed by the Paul Klee Foundation of 
the Civic Community of the City of Bern. They have been put on display for the first time since their 
restoration. See: Exhibition Booklet 2013, p. 45f 
156 See: KULTURpur 2014, Berner Zeitung 2013, Büro dlb 2013, Der Bund 2013 
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The exhibition opened a year after the monograph on Paul Klee was published by the 
ZPK. 300 works were shown and, as the website of the ZPK states, the chronological 
layout of the exhibition would focus on the artist as a person, his life and the artistic 
output. Indeed, previously unknown letters and photographs supported Klee’s works 
from the museum’s collection.157 
The monograph Paul Klee. Leben und Werk, published in 2012, served as a basis for 
the exhibition. In its introduction it can be read that a new and deeper examination of 
Paul Klee’s life has mainly been made possible through the donation of the Klee family 
archive by the artist’s grandson Alexander Klee. After cataloguing and archiving all the 
material over several years, some of the documents have been published for the first 
time in the new monograph. Already the publication valued the work and the life of the 
artist in the same way.158 The archival material that entered the collection of the ZPK 
after the donation by Alexander Klee then forms a crucial part of the exhibition and the 
monograph. These objects provoked the appraisal of the hitherto unknown aspects 
emphasised in the reviews. This comes to show that even with a well-researched artist 
like Paul Klee, archival material can indeed add interesting and new aspects to 
exhibitions and publications, especially if this material is presented to the public for the 
first time. It can be used to awaken the visitor’s interest to closely examine even a 
seemingly familiar artist.  
In the case of the ZPK – and this applies to most monographic museums – the 
archival material is an important part of the collection. The archive holds a crucial 
position since it allows the museum to be recognised as an important research 
institution. In 2000, the collection also containing important archival material of the 
family Bürgi – a Swiss collector family that has been closely associated with the Klee 
family – was presented for the first time as a whole to the public in the exhibition Die 
Sammlung Bürgi.159 The catalogue provides interesting insight into the material and 
techniques used by Klee, an approach that has been resumed by the 2013 exhibition. 
Based on paintings and painting utensils from the Bürgi collection, the restorers could 
make valid statements about the work of the artist.160 In cases like this it becomes clear 
just how important an artist’s archive and all the material and objects contained in it is. 
Some of the objects, photographs and works discussed in the 2000 catalogue found their 
way back into the 2013 exhibition. In the table showcases, parts of a big paint box, which 
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158 Baumgartner, Hofpengart 2012, p. 7 
159 Exh. Cat 2000, p. 7 and 8. 
160 Ibid., p. 183 
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had been given to the Paul Klee foundation as a permanent loan in 1992161 were put on 
display [Fig. 10]. Accompanied by photographs and painting samples, the original 
materials like paint brushes, palettes, paint tubes or pencils used by the artist are not 
just of inestimable value for the conservator but also allow the visitor to comprehend the 
artworks from another angle – the material one. Thus, not only documents, photographs 
or diaries are important parts of an artist’s archive but also the interior of the studio, 
painting utensils and tools. They have to be treated with just as much care as the works 
or the documents since they provide just as much insight into the working of the 
artist.162  
 
The Archiv für bildende Kunst – the German archive for the fine arts, housed at the 
Germanisches Nationalmuseum in Nuremberg – has been a source for dealing with 
archival material in exhibitions since 1976. In that year, the first exhibition of a series 
called Werke und Dokumente on an artist whose estate was put into the care of the 
national archive was put on display, accompanied by a publication. Since the beginning, 
the Archiv für bildende Kunst paid attention to a balanced display between the archival 
material and the work of the artist. The main argument for this combination stems from 
the wants and needs of the public; documents alone are not attractive for the visitors, 
they need visual material to accompany the information they gather from the letters, 
diaries, contracts or photographs. The works serve to illustrate the documents and vice 
versa.163  
This principle also seems to have been applied at the ZPK. The curator of the 
exhibition Paul Klee. Life and Work, Fabienne Eggelhöfer elaborated her motives in an 
interview with the author of this thesis. These answers that can be found in the 
appendix allow for a deeper insight in the considerations behind the display. In the 
selection of the archival material, Eggelhöfer focussed on the interest of the visitor on 
the artist Paul Klee, with the content as a main criterion. The visitor should learn about 
the issues Klee had to deal with and about the topics that were especially on his mind at 
a certain time. The visitor’s needs had been taken into consideration when it came to a 
logical arrangement of the material. 164  While with the archival material the 
chronological order had been maintained, some of the works were hung according to 	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162 Ibid., p. 189 
163 Pese 1998, p. 82 
164 The author of this thesis interviewed Dr. Fabienne Eggelhöfer in an Email. The questions and answers 
can be found in the appendix 6.1. For this information see: Interview Dr. Fabienne Eggelhöfer March 2014, 
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   46 
their theme and not their year of origin.165 The attentive visitor could see that the artist 
did not always work chronologically and that topics and interests returned. One 
compartment seems particularly striking and worth giving closer consideration, since it 
plays in the aspect of the post-museum of addressing the visitor on an emotional level. 
Paul Klee was a great friend of cats, these pets accompanied him his whole life. Cats are 
not only a reoccurring theme in his work but they also appear in many photographs – 
mostly blurred due to their liveliness – in letters or Klee’s diary.166 Eggelhöfer dedicated 
a whole compartment to Klee’s passion for cats, including a drawing of a cat from his 
late oeuvre and archival material centring on the pets [Fig. 11-12]. This compartment 
stands out of the chronological order of the exhibition since it is an issue that occupied 
the artist throughout his life.167  
The autonomy of the visitor in general has been greatly valued by the curator, also 
in providing several layers of information. The visitors had the choice to deepen their 
knowledge according to their own desire. The exhibition booklet provided superficial 
information on every time span, the archival material could be looked at passively or 
actively, and if more information was required the drawer with the index could be 
consulted.168 While the fourteen high display cases in the outer compartments seem 
reminiscent of filing cabinets with their shape and grey colour, it is interesting that they 
are in fact old ones reused due to financial reasons and time. Eggelhöfer did not want 
table showcases for the archival material on Klee’s life. For her, the display cases 
function as images that allow the visitor an insight in the life of the artist.169 In this 
manner the vitrines adopt the function of a storyteller by showing fractions of a life that, 
if strung together, tell the artist’s biography in connection with the artworks.  
The exhibition Paul Klee. Life and Work concentrated on the artist himself whereby 
the needs of the visitors had been met. The aim was to show that the circumstances in 
Klee’s life sometimes influenced his art. However, the curator emphasises that she 
wanted to avoid an equation of the life and work of the artist. The juxtaposition of 
archival material and artworks should show that circumstances in life do not necessarily 
have to reflect on the artistic output.170 This seems interesting, especially considering 
the discussion above on Barthes and Kris/Kurz and the regained importance of the 
author, also through the anecdote. The life of the artist is considered an important 
aspect, however not overwhelmingly so. Yet, in Paul Klee. Life and Works each part is 	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170 See: Ibid., Question 11, Appendix 7.4 
	  	   47 
equally important, not to offer explanations but to show that there is a difference 
between the artist as a person and the art. Archival material takes on a crucial role as it 
serves to illuminate this difference that would otherwise remain obscure with its 
exclusion or its inappropriate use. Through the selection, juxtaposition and availability 
of free-choice information material, the visitor could in the sense of the post-museum 
find an own narrative and interpretation.  
 
 
4.2 Vincent van Gogh, Roland Barthes and the Van Abbemuseum: 
Curators Dealing With Archival Material 
Vincent van Gogh is an artist whose work is often related to archival material, namely 
his letters. The letters he wrote to his brother Theo and to many of his friends have been 
made accessible to the public through many publications and exhibitions since as early 
as 1893, only three years after the artist’s death.171 This comes to show that the artist’s 
correspondence was considered form an early stage as important and worth making 
accessible to the public. The last, and probably most exhaustive, publication has been in 
2009. That year saw the launch of a web edition of the letters, accompanied by six 
volumes of books containing the letters, translations and images of all the works Van 
Gogh mentioned in his letters – works either by himself or by other artists. The webpage 
is meant as a “study edition” of the letters and is as such not necessarily meant for the 
casual visitor but rather for an informed public with research purpose. The reason for 
the chosen format of the website and the six book volumes is, according to the editors 
that the website can be much more detailed than the book and contain more necessary 
information.172 However, the aim of the book and the website is to be more than just 
another edition of the letters and thus to highlight other aspects in their content, 
equipping a wider readership with translations and new information. 173  Neither 
platform is meant as mere repetitions of the already well-known material but rather as 
shedding new light on the famous letters by Van Gogh. 
It seems intriguing that such a well-researched artist like Vincent van Gogh still 
raises lots of interest if yet another edition of his letters is being published. The fact that 
his life and work has been so well researched would seem to convey that there is nothing 
more to discover, and that a new edition of his letters might not necessarily add 
anything to the state of the art in the research about Van Gogh. But, as Van Gogh 	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specialist Jan Hulkser (1993) rightly points out, it is necessary to make use of primary 
sources – in this case letters – to make your own conclusions.174 Ultimately, this shows 
how important archival material in fact is for research where a first hand experience is 
needed in order to judge and make assumptions. Making archival material available 
online and through high quality publications enables researchers without access to the 
original material to conduct their research. This however is only to illustrate an aspect of 
the importance of archival material for scholarly research outside the museum.  
However, it is necessary to return to the main interest of this thesis: the exhibition. 
In connection with the 2009 publication and web release of the Van Gogh letters, an 
exhibition took place at the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam, called Van Gogh’s Letters. 
The Artist Speaks. Included in this exhibition was the largest number of works in the 
history of the Museum with 340 paintings, letters, sketches, drawings and prints.175 The 
artworks were juxtaposed with letters, exhibited in a cunning way in especially designed 
display cases. The aim of these display cases was to get the visitor as close as possible to 
the archival material and thus make them engage with it.176 Especially the cases that 
were standing up seem to be worth closer considerations. In these cases, the letters were 
visible from both sides as they were clamped in between two glass plates [Fig. 13-14]. 
Rachel Esner (2010) claims that in this way, the presentation conveyed the intimacy of 
the letter to the visitor.177 Indubitably, being able to get close to the letter and study the 
handwriting enables the visitor to establish his or her own relationship with the object. 
However, the curators decided to go without labels that would reveal something on the 
content of the letters. As Esner remarks, the labels were reduced to mostly minimal 
technical information with only in some cases additional commentaries, translations or 
transcriptions. While she sees this as an inherent quality of the exhibition in producing 
an intimate encounter,178 Charles Darwent detects here a shortcoming of the exhibition. 
In his opinion it is a problem that the letters were not accompanied by translations or 
transcriptions. Furthermore, he ascribes their display a sense of randomness where 
often no obvious link to the paintings exhibited close by could be detected.179 Esner 
disagrees with Darwent’s last criticism, since for her the connections between the letters 
and the works exhibited in their close proximity was obvious.180 This discrepancy in 
perceiving, or not, an obvious connection between archival material and the art on 	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display is an interesting point in argument, especially when considering that the link 
between the letters and the works Van Gogh mentioned and discussed in them is so well 
researched. Darwent’s objection that the transcriptions and translations were missing 
seems to be of essence here. The visitor who has maybe never encountered the letters 
before and only knows Van Gogh through his famous paintings is at a loss with what to 
do with the archival material presented in such an elaborate way when it is not 
accompanied by translations or comments. Letters, perhaps more than official 
documents, photographs or other archival materials, seem to need transcriptions, 
translations or informative comments by the curators in order to convey their content. A 
letter is addressed to someone and tells a story, maybe an intimate and private anecdote, 
and in the case of Van Gogh it informs the addressee on artworks he was working on or 
had seen. Darwent might not have known the content of the letters and thus the 
hanging and arrangement of the works and letters through the curators seemed illogical 
to him, while Esner probably was familiar with the letters and was able to detect the 
links established, allowing her to enter an intimate relationship between her as a visitor, 
the letter and the nearby artwork. This example thus shows that even if in the post-
museum the curators should let the visitors the freedom to establish own connections, 
with archival material there is the danger that the documents remain illegible and 
inaccessible for the visitor if they are left to stand completely on their own. 
There would be more that could be said about the exhibition, but it seems that the 
discussed aspect concerning the specially made display cases is the most relevant of this 
exhibition.181 The uniquely designed display cases treated the letters like paintings, 
exhibited to stand on their own and to be closely studied by the visitor. Through the 
refined juxtaposition of the art works and the letters, a connection could be made by 
looking through the glass containing the letter. The archival material was thus elevated 
in value and almost put on the same level as the paintings. The visitor was offered a 
unique way to make own connections, with the only downside that the translations were 
missing and the visitor had to rely on his or her senses to detect the connections. 
 
With a third example, another personal archive shall be discussed. The presentation and 
its purpose, however, differ significantly from the Vincent Van Gogh. The Artists Speaks 
and the Paul Klee. Life and Work exhibitions in so far as the art and the archival 
material here function the other way around; the art illustrates the archive. 
In 2002, the Centre Georges Pompidou has dedicated an exhibition to the life and 
work of Roland Barthes, the author of the above discussed text Death of the Author 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
181 For a more detailed description of the whole exhibition, see: Esner 2010 
	  	   50 
(1968). In the exhibition R/B Roland Barthes, the archive played a central role in 
approaching the writings and theories, but also the author himself. 182  The 
comprehensive press release not only offers an introduction to the exhibition but also 
provides extensive information on its content. Besides the archive, containing original 
manuscripts, photographs, correspondences, the exhibition combined Barthes’ writing 
with objects he discussed in Mythologies (1957), works of art, music or films he examined 
and watercolours, gouaches and ink drawings by Barthes himself.183 The exhibition was 
divided into eleven parts concerned with different aspects in the scholar’s work [Fig. 15]. 
The curators worked with a strong combination of visual material with the writings and 
theories in order to make them clearer and more tangible for the audience. The life and 
work of a writer was illustrated in an art museum by using archival material and 
juxtaposing it with objects, works of art and media.  
The reactions of the critics were diverse. While most acknowledged the curators’ 
effort to tackle a project like this, some indeed pointed out that Barthes himself would 
not have liked the exhibition and even questioned if there should be an exhibition on the 
author who wanted to abandon the person behind the text altogether.184 However, it was 
indicated that the main focus was on the work and not on Barthes’ private life. Thus, the 
exhibition did not offer a biographical interpretation by renouncing the display of many 
private photographs and documents. What all the critics had in common – whether they 
saw it as positive or negative – was that they recognised that Barthes was definitely 
turned into an icon with this exhibition and has become one of his mythologies.185  
This exhibition did not portray a visual artist but the fact that the archive of a 
theorist was included in an art museum with the focus on the archival material in 
connection with artworks still makes it valuable for this discussion here. In this case, not 
the art was supported by archival material but it was the other way around. Whether 
the exhibition was successful in doing so is hard to judge based on the material 
available. But it seems important to show that the author – or the artist – have regained 
in importance. The biography, and with it the archival material, does not serve to 
explain the work but rather it adds another dimension to the exhibition that allows the 
visitor to create an alternative narrative. In the post-museum, the emotional connection 
of the visitor with the display is an important aspect in order to stimulate own 
interpretations and readings. Through an emotional stimulation of the visitor's 	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185 See: Berliner Zeitung 2003, Die Welt 2002, Die Welt 2002a, Morton 2003, Neue Zürcher Zeitung 2003, 
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imagination the master narrative suggested by the academic tradition can be avoided to 
a certain degree. In the case of Roland Barthes it seems difficult to create a master 
narrative without undermining the approach to the person of the author he advocated in 
his writing. As Johannes Wetzel points out in his critique of the exhibition, the curators 
respected the discretion with which Barthes led his life. Only few personal photographs 
have been chosen to illustrate stages in his life in connection with his publication 
Camera Lucida from 1980.186 It is also in this book that Barthes played with the 
emotional expectations of the reader by taking as a starting point for his discussion a 
photograph of his mother as a child and not including it in the book.187 The exhibition, 
however, did not refrain from showing the intellectual's mother, even if with another 
photograph than the iconic one discussed by Barthes. Tom Morton, who was moved by a 
blown-up photograph of the mother Henriette Barthes near the end of the exhibition, 
reflects the emotion a visitor could have in the exhibition. Encountering one of the 
mythologies, created by Barthes himself.188 
 
The last example chosen to be discussed in this thesis again approaches the archive from 
another position. This case study differs from the others not only in the layout of the 
archival material in the exhibition but also in the content of the material: it deals with 
the archive of an institution and not of a person. When in November 2013 the new 
permanent collection Once Upon a Time… opened at the Van Abbemuseum in 
Eindhoven, the institution wanted to loosen the rigid art historical view on art, and place 
the works and the collection in a wider political and social context.189 Scattered through 
the exhibition are display cases containing archival material: Contexts. The material in 
these cases provides the visitor with background information on the works on display 
and the story behind their presentation, interrelating the Contexts-display with the 
permanent collection.190  
Display cases marked with a spiral, colour-coordinated with the main colour tone of 
the walls can be found in every room [Fig. 16]. Various media are included: not only 
original documents, photographs or newspaper clippings, but also reproductions, objects 
or tablets and screens showing films. The content can spread out beyond the display case 
and be attached to the walls [Fig. 17 to 19]. The press release to the exhibition ascribes 
the archive the role of creating and revealing discussions between the parties involved in 	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an institution and exhibition. Furthermore, Contexts should provide the visitor with an 
insight into research methods, the mechanics of the institution, and the relation to the 
artist.191 The DIY archive on the first floor that covers the period from 1965 until 1985, 
where the visitors can curate their own exhibition, strikes as compelling. The room offers 
posters, pamphlets, artist books, slides or photographs, and a video booth where the 
visitor is free to roam through the material and discover this part of art history on his or 
her own interests. The workings of the institution, the collection and the archive appear 
to be revealed and the visitor takes over the role of the curator in creating an own 
narrative [Fig. 20 to 24]. Especially in the context of the post-museum this aspect of the 
exhibition is valuable. The visitor is invited to engage in a very interactive way by 
curating an own display and thus telling an individual story. Interest in how an 
exhibition can work is raised and the individual approach to the DIY archive offers an 
insight into the practices of the museum worker that are usually invisible to the 
audience. 
This example of the use of an archive does not involve the archive of an artist as 
such but the one of an institution. Nevertheless, it shows how the use of the archive in 
the museum could work. Integrated as an organic part in the exhibition it offers the 
visitor additional information from across the disciplines to question the presentation 
and the truth of the artistic and curatorial narrative. The visitor perceives the archive as 
an integral part of the display, and not as an addition. A supplementary context is 
provided which opens up the exhibition and the institution to the imaginative and 
participative visitor. Another reason for discussing this exhibition is that when entering 
it and being confronted with the context material, the visitor is compelled by the variety 
and the entertaining yet aesthetic way such a display can be presented. The 
presentation is homogenous and the Context displays do not stand out from the layout of 
the collection. With the discussion of the Van Abbemuseum, the aim is to show that 
archival material can very well be an organic part of an art exhibition. 
 
 
4.3 Contemplating the Effect  
All these case studies serve to illustrate the theoretical considerations above. Even 
though the examples admittedly take on very different forms, they exemplify, after all, 
the increasing importance of the archive and how crucial it is how the institution and the 
curator deal with it. An artist’s archive should not be considered an inconvenience when 
planning an exhibition, but rather taken into account as an independent and important 	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part that should be included in the exhibition organically. The role of an appropriate 
display case and a clear circuit through the exhibition are undeniably important, and yet 
they are still often underestimated. This has been demonstrated not only with the main 
case study of Paul Klee. Life and Work but also with the innovative display cases in the 
Van Gogh. The Artist Speaks exhibition. The visitor of contemporary postmodern 
museums is independent and informed and has to be allowed to come up with a 
subjective interpretation. By introducing archival material as an interdisciplinary 
approach to the appreciation of artworks, the curator opens up the institution and 
inspires the imagination of the visitor. Though, only by giving the object the space it 
needs, by offering the visitor assistance and by valuing archival material no differently 
than the artworks, the curator is able to construct a cohesive narration open for the 
visitors individual reading. Archival material needs special treatment in so far also extra 
explanation, it demands a different way of being put on display. If the curator takes all 
the factors into account – and that is what the curators of these examples did – the 
visitor can experience the archival material as it should be. In Paul Klee. Life and Work 
the visitor stepped into a compelling exhibition that juxtaposed the archival material 
and the artistic oeuvre in a way that the exhibits entered a dialogue without suggesting 
that Klee’s biography explained his work as a whole. Instead the curator offered the 
visitor a choice of what to see, what to focus on, and to learn the difference between a 
biography and a body of work. The exhibition on Van Gogh’s letters offered the visitor a 
new take on the correspondence of the artist by including them in the display in such a 
way that they opened up a dialogue with the artworks. Just as in the Roland Barthes-
exhibition and Paul Klee. Life and Work, archival material was used not only to give 
additional context and information, but also to address the visitor on an emotional level, 
in one way or another. With the example of the Van Abbemuseum it emerged that this 
way of dealing with an archive does not only have to be constricted to a singular artist 
but that it is also crucial for an institution as a whole. By displaying archival material, 
the museum not only offers background information but also reflects on itself critically 
and thus creates alternative narratives, open for the visitor to read or to ignore.  
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5. Conclusion 
 
Archives in general – and with them the artist’s archive – are rooted and firmly 
established in contemporary art as can be seen for example in artist-as-archivist or the 
need to document ephemeral art like performance or land art. Klare Scarborough 
suggests that with performance documents as representatives in exhibitions, both the 
event itself and the artist can inscribe themselves in the memory of the audience. The 
tangible, material traces connect the past performance to the present visitor. 192 
Consequently, objects from an artist’s archive – basically material traces of a past life – 
could also anchor the artist in the cultural memory, beyond the oeuvre. As Anna Titus 
points out, contemporary art, and with it the aforementioned art movements, does not 
only influence how the archive is perceived and treated as part of the intangible cultural 
heritage but contemporary art practices can in that sense influence the display of 
archival material.193 Both, Scarborough and Titus, emphasise the importance of archival 
documents for the cultural heritage and memory. This should result in the appreciation 
of material as contained in an artist’s archive in an art exhibition. Yet, while there is 
seemingly no problem with the inclusion of contemporary art forms dependent on 
documentation through archival material in art museums and exhibitions, curators still 
hesitate to treat an artist’s archive in the same way. Nevertheless, the archive is part of 
the artist and his or her oeuvre. Artist’s archives could be considered an intermediate 
stage between contemporary art forms that use the archive as an aesthetic means and 
mere administrative documents, since the material they contain links a life to art. If 
displayed appropriately, the documents could give the visitor the possibility to access the 
art in another way, something that particularly in the post-museum, where the 
exhibitions are made for the visitor, could prove to be very fruitful. Within an exhibition, 
documents and artworks react in an interactive manner with each other and perform an 
active exchange – given that the curator deals with the archival material not as a mere 
concomitant.  
In the case studies discussed in chapter 4 the curators did exactly this: they 
considered the archival material an integral part of the exhibition. It was not just used 
to accompany the artworks as decoration, but to add another level to the narrative of the 
exhibition. And it is this narrative that is crucial in the context of archival exhibitions. 
Hanak-Lettner, whose remarks have proved to be of particular value in the discussion on 
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the role of the curator, the visitor and the objects, concludes on thinking of the exhibition 
indeed as a drama with a narrative structure: 
Die  Ausstellung als ein Drama zu denken heisst, sowohl den ausgestellten Dingen als auch 
den Besucherinnen so viel Macht und Kraft zuzugestehen, dass sich zwischen ihnen ein 
Dialog entspinnen kann, der dieses Medium eigentlich erst begründet und erfolgreich 
macht.194 
Thus, Hanak-Lettner emphasises that if the curator leaves power and authority to the 
objects as well as the visitor, a narrative and a dialogue can arise. And it is this 
narrative that makes the exhibition a powerful tool. Hanak-Lettner’s theory therefore 
ties in with Hooper-Greenhill’s theory of the post-museum and the empowerment of the 
visitor, as well as with the shift in the archive towards the active agent as detected by 
Terry Cook. Consequently, these theories show that museum workers have previously 
underestimated the archive, by placing it in a subordinate position and thus conveying 
an apparent unimportance of such material to the visitor.  
This underestimation came along with the undervaluation of narrative and the 
anecdote in art history and the death of the author declared by Barthes in 1968. But 
with the biography of the artist brought into the exhibition, especially through the aid of 
archival material, the curator can create a fiction and write a narrative in order to meet 
the needs of the visitor to gain additional insight into the life of an artist. The visitor in 
return can read the story and is free to make his or her own interpretation. In this 
context it remains crucial to point out that every interpretation can only be based on the 
material that the curator selects and puts on display – material that has been 
preselected by various parties – so that a neutral and unbiased narrative is impossible. 
As argued in the course of this thesis, the layout, furniture and colours influence this 
narrative. If confronted with documents, the visitors take them at face value and do not 
question whether they are in the right position or have been transcribed correctly. The 
curator has a crucial role in telling the visitor the story of someone else’s life. 
With this comes a responsibility towards the visitor, but also the object. This thesis 
advocates that curators accept these responsibilities in the context of the post-museum. 
The visitor is allowed independence in the post-museum and regarded mature enough to 
take on an active role. Additionally the archive has been undergoing a shift towards an 
active entity in postmodernism as detected by Cook. The role of the curator should be to 
connect those two active parties in order to create a dialogue and a new narrative. This 
narrative then should undermine the grand narratives from the past and manifest the 
new role of the artist. This artist is not part of a legend as advocated by Otto Kris and 	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Ernst Kurz, but neither the invisible ghost disappearing behind the work as demanded 
by Roland Barthes. The anecdote gains importance, as has been discussed here referring 
to Mark Ledbury, and these anecdotal narratives can be found in the artist’s archive. 
Hidden there are the aspects that make the artist a person but also important 
information on the oeuvre. Accessible only for researchers for a long time, it seems 
essential in the context of the post-museum to introduce archival material into 
exhibitions and thus to the visitor. The intangible heritage contained in the records 
should be made accessible in order to question previous museum practices and the way 
art historians negotiated the past. The visitor should not be subject anymore to only the 
view of the curator and the art historian but gain independence and thus become 
Barthes’ emancipated reader. The means to design interesting, exciting and informative 
displays juxtaposing art and archive are, as shown in the case studies, available and 
already employed by few curators.  
 
Contemporary art practice seems to deal naturally with archival material and the 
document. This could be connected to the postmodern shift in the archive in general 
towards an active participant. If this approach were to be adapted to the artist’s archive 
included in an art exhibition, the material could serve to open up the institutions to new 
narratives and further promote the independence of the visitor, as advocated in the post-
museum. Exhibitions like Paul Klee. Live and Work or the Contexts-display at the Van 
Abbemuseum point in this direction. There, the curators considered factors in the 
display that have been discussed in this thesis in connection with the curator, the 
visitor, the object and the narrative. With displays like these, the institutions further 
adapt factors crucial and inherent to the post-museum. The curators of the exhibitions 
discussed in the case studies affirmed the role of the artist in connection with the work 
while making the visitor aware that the artist is not the work, challenging the grand 
narrative with the anecdote. The critical and independent visitor is addressed with an 
open narrative, which can be explored through a dialogue with the juxtaposed objects 
and artworks. The power to transform the artist’s archive into a well-established part of 
art exhibitions lies with the curator and his or her perception of art history and the 
museum. Ultimately, not only the archive but also the exhibition is a power play, decided 
between various parties involved. 
Finally, it remains to be seen how curators, audience and an artist’s archive will 
negotiate their position in exhibitions. In the future it will have to be evaluated in how 
far the museum in fact has opened up and allows the parties involved to play their role 
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actively. By considering the artist’s archive as equal to the artworks, museum 
practitioners could indeed take a step towards a self-determined exhibition.   
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6.2 Figures 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.	  1:	  Exhibition	  view	  Paul	  Klee.	  Life	  and	  Work.	  	  Entrance	  of	  the	  exhibition	  with	  the	  title	  wall	  straight	  ahead	  and	  portraits	  of	  the	  artist	  on	  the	  right	  hand	  wall.	  
Fig. 2: Floor plan of Paul Klee. Life and Work exhibition at the Zentrum Paul Klee 
Bern. 
	   Compartments	  on	  work	  
Compartments	  on	  the	  life	  of	  Paul	  Klee	  
Compartments	  on	  the	  life	  of	  Paul	  Klee	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Fig. 3: Exhibition View Paul Klee. Life and Work  
Compartment 1879-1886 addresses Klee’s Childhood in Bern. View on the year dates, 
the title and the display case with the archival material. 
Fig. 4: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Compartment 1920-1925 addresses Klee’s time as Master at the Bauhaus. View on 
the year dates, the display case with the archival material and two woks by Klee 
hung next to the case. 
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Fig. 5: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Compartment 1906-1911 addresses Klee’s marriage and paternity. View on the year 
dates and the display case with the archival material in the context of two walls of 
the compartments hung with works by Klee. 
Fig. 6: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
View on four archival display cases of the outer compartments, standing against the 
outer wall of the exhibition space. 
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Fig. 7: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Detail of a display case with archival material, showing the two shelves and the 
index drawer. 
Fig. 8: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Detail of display case with archival material, lower shelf and index drawer. 
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Fig. 9: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
View on inner compartment with spray technique display case and one work. 
Fig. 10: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Detail display case accompanying the compartment with the fabric picture supports. 
Besides photographs of Klee in his studio and painting utensils like pigments, 
spatulas or brushes there is an example of the way Klee built his picture supports. 
The reconstruction of the Klee painting Insula dulcamara (original from 1938) in the 
upper left corner serves to demonstrate the various layers Klee used for his work.  
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Fig. 11: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Compartment 1902-1906 with the title Self-studying cat lover addresses Klee’s love 
for cats. View on the year dates the display case with the archival material. 	  
Fig. 12: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Detail of the upper shelf of the display case in the compartment 1902-1906 with 
photographs of the family Klee and some of Klee’s cats. 	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



Rachel Esner reviews Van Gogh‘s Letters. The Artist Speaks
Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide, Vol. 9, No. 1 (Spring 2010)
Fig. 13: Exhibition view Van Gogh’s Letters. The Artist Speaks 
Vertical display cases with letters and small labels. 




Rachel Esner reviews Van Gogh‘s Letters. The Artist Speaks
Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide, Vol. 9, No. 1 (Spring 2010)
Fig. 14: Exhibition view Van Gogh’s Letters. The Artists Speaks 
Detail vertical display case, with letter and corresponding painting in the background. 
The painting and the letter relate to one another, which is emphasised with the 
hanging and the use of these specially designed display cases. 
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Fig. 15: Floor plan for the R/B Roland Barthes exhibition at the Centre Georges 
Pompidou in 2002. 
Centre
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Fig. 16: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Detail Contexts display case with the symbol.	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Fig. 17: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Contexts display, display case with archival material accompanied by TV screens and 
headphones. 
Fig. 18: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Detail Contexts display case with tablet. 
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Fig. 19: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time…  at Van Abbemuseum 
Detail Contexts display with letters pasted to the wall. 
Fig. 20: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Introductory text to the DIY Archive covering the years 1965-1985. This part of the 
exhibition invites the visitors to curate their own exhibition. 
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Fig. 21: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Overview of the Room with the DIY Archive. The visitors can look at artist books on 
the table. On the wall in the background the visitors can arrange framed pictures in 
order to curate their own exhibition. 
Fig. 21: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Storage drawers for the framed pictures in the DIY Archive. 
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Fig. 23: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Storage in the DIY Archive. 
Fig. 24: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Small curated displays in the DIY Archive. 
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Title page: View of the exhibition Paul Klee. Life and Work at the Zentrum Paul Klee Bern, held 
in 2013/2014. 
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Fig. 1: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Entrance of the exhibition with the title wall straight ahead and portraits of the artist on 
the right hand wall. 
Source: Zentrum Paul Klee Bern, 2013/14. 
 
Fig. 2: Floor plan of Paul Klee. Life and Work exhibition at the Zentrum Paul Klee Bern. 
Source: Exhibition Booklet Paul Klee. Life and Work, Bern: Zentrum Paul Klee, 2013,  
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Fig. 3: Exhibition View Paul Klee. Life and Work  
Compartment 1879-1886 addresses Klee’s Childhood in Bern. View on the year dates, 
the title and the display case with the archival material. 
Source: Zentrum Paul Klee Bern, 2013/14. 
 
Fig. 4: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Compartment 1920-1925 addresses Klee’s time as Master at the Bauhaus. View on the 
year dates, the display case with the archival material and two woks by Klee hung next 
to the case. 
Source: Zentrum Paul Klee Bern, 2013/14. 
 
Fig. 5: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Compartment 1906-1911 addresses Klee’s marriage and paternity. View on the year 
dates and the display case with the archival material in the context of two walls of the 
compartments hung with works by Klee. 
Source: Zentrum Paul Klee Bern, 2013/14. 
 
Fig. 6: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
View on four archival display cases of the outer compartments, standing against the 
outer wall of the exhibition space. 
Source: Photography taken by Franziska Burger, 26.03.2014 
 
Fig. 7: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Detail of a display case with archival material, showing the two shelves and the index 
drawer. 
Source: Photography taken by Franziska Burger, 26.03.2014. 
 
Fig. 8: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Detail of display case with archival material, lower shelf and index drawer. 
Source: Photography taken by Franziska Burger, 26.03.2014. 
 
Fig. 9: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
View on inner compartment with spray technique display case and one work. 
Source: Zentrum Paul Kee Bern, 2013/14. 
 
Fig. 10: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Detail display case accompanying the compartment with the fabric picture supports. 
Besides photographs of Klee in his studio and painting utensils like pigments, spatulas 
or brushes there is an example of the way Klee built his picture supports. The 
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reconstruction of the Klee painting Insula dulcamara in the upper left corner serves to 
demonstrate the various layers Klee used for his work.  
Source: Zentrum Paul Klee Bern, 2013/14. 
 
Fig. 11: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Compartment 1902-1906 with the title Self-studying cat lover addresses Klee’s love for 
cats. View on the year dates the display case with the archival material. 
Source: Zentrum Paul Kee Bern, 2013/14. 
 
Fig. 12: Exhibition view Paul Klee. Life and Work 
Detail of the upper shelf of the display case in the compartment 1902-1906 with 
photographs of the family Klee and some of Klee’s cats. 
Source: Photography taken by Franziska Burger, 26.03.2014. 
 
 
Fig. 13: Exhibition view Van Gogh’s Letters. The Artist Speaks 
Vertical display cases with letters and small labels. 
Source: Rachel Esner, ‘The Van Gogh Letters: The Artist Speaks’, Nineteenth-Century 
Art Worldwide Vol.9(1) (2010), p. 6. 
 
Fig. 14: Exhibition view Van Gogh’s Letters. The Artists Speaks 
Detail vertical display case, with letter and corresponding painting in the background. 
The painting and the letter relate to one another, which is emphasised with the hanging 
and the use of these specially designed display cases. 
Source: Rachel Esner, ‘The Van Gogh Letters: The Artist Speaks’, Nineteenth-Century 
Art Worldwide Vol.9(1) (2010), p. 6. 
 
Fig. 15: Floor plan for the R/B Roland Barthes exhibition at the Centre Georges 
Pompidou in 2002. 
Source: Communiqué de Presse, Roland Bartes, Exhibition 27.11 2002-10.03.2003 
Centre Georges Pompidou Paris, p. 45. 
<http://www.centrepompidou.fr/media/imgcoll/Collection/DOC/M5050/M5050_A/M5050_
ARCV001_DP-2008014.pdf>, [accessed 10.07.2014]. 
 
Fig. 16: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Detail Contexts display case with the symbol. 
Source: Photography taken by Christine Burger, 22.03.2014. 
 
Fig. 17: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Contexts display, display case with archival material accompanied by TV screens and 
headphones. 
Source: Photography taken by Christine Burger, 22.03.2014. 
 
Fig. 18: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Detail Contexts display case with tablet. 
Source: Photography taken by Christine Burger, 22.03.2014. 
 
Fig. 19: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time…  at Van Abbemuseum 
Detail Contexts display with letters pasted to the wall. 
Source: Photography taken by Christine Burger, 22.03.2014. 
 
Fig. 20: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Introductory text to the DIY Archive covering the years 1965-1985. This part of the 
exhibition invites the visitors to curate their own exhibition. 
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Source: Photography taken by Christine Burger, 22.03.2014. 
 
Fig. 21: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Overview of the Room with the DIY Archive. The visitors can look at artist books on the 
table. On the wall in the background the visitors can arrange framed pictures in order to 
curate their own exhibition. 
Source: Photography taken by Christine Burger, 22.03.2014. 
 
Fig. 22: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Storage drawers for the framed pictures in the DIY Archive. 
Source: Photography taken by Christine Burger, 22.03.2014. 
 
Fig. 23: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Storage in the DIY Archive. 
Source: Photography taken by Christine Burger, 22.03.2014. 
 
Fig. 24: Exhibition view Once Upon A Time… at the Van Abbemuseum 
Small curated displays in the DIY Archive. 
Source: Photography taken by Christine Burger, 22.03.2014. 
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6.4 Email Interview with Dr. Fabienne Eggelhöfer 
 
Email interview with the curator of the exhibition Paul Klee. Life and Work, 
Dr. Fabienne Eggelhöfer from the Zentrum Paul Klee Bern with the author of 
this thesis, Christine Burger. Held in March 2014. 
 
1. Christine Burger (CB): In wie fern wurde bei der Aufteilung der Ausstellung 
in die einzelnen Themenbereiche Bezug auf die Monographie genommen? 
Fabienne Eggelhöfer (FE): Diese Ausstellung ist eine Ausnahme – sie entstand aufgrund 
der Monografie. Normalerweise macht man ja zuerst die Ausstellung und dann den 
Katalog. Eigentlich fand ich diese Reihenfolge auch sehr okay. Oft findet man nämlich 
bei der Recherche für den Ausstellungskatalog noch so einiges heraus, das man dann 
aus zeitlichen Gründen nicht mehr einarbeiten kann.  
Es ist vor allem die chronologische Strukturierung, die ich von der Monografie mehr 
oder weniger übernommen habe. 
 
2. CB: Welche Kriterien spielten eine Rolle in der Entscheidung, aussen das 
Leben und in den inneren Kompartimenten das Werk Paul Klees zu 
thematisieren? 
FE: Der Parcours durch die äusseren Kompartimente sollte einen Überblick über Paul 
Klees künstlerische Entwicklung geben und war deswegen chronologisch angelegt.  
Wir wollten in dieser Ausstellung auch die frisch restaurierten Hinterglas-Bilder 
präsentieren. So kam die Idee in den mittleren Kompartimenten neben dem Hinterglas 
noch anderen Techniken, die Klee angewendet hat, zu thematisieren. Klee hat ja recht 
ungewöhnliche Techniken entwickelt, so schien mir diese Fokussierung sinnvoll, wenn 
man in einer Ausstellung Klee als Person und sein Werk vorstellen will. 
 
3. CB: In wie fern wurde darauf geachtet, dass der Besucher der Ausstellung 
deren Struktur und Abfolge versteht? Wie wurde die Narration geschaffen? 
FE: Da an den Seitenwänden jeweils die Jahrzahlen standen, war eine Orientierung für 
die Besucher gegeben. Zudem hat die Aufsicht die Besucher auf die Struktur – aussen 
chronologisch, innen technik-thematisch – hingewiesen. Zudem dient bei uns auch 
immer der Ausstellungsführer als Orientierung – Plan und Abfolge der Texte. 
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4. CB: Wie wird der Bezug zwischen dem bildnerischen Werk und dem 
Archivmaterial in den einzelnen Kompartimenten hergestellt? Vor allem durch 
Chronologie, oder besteht noch eine anderen Verbindung? 
FE: Teils – teils. Ich habe manchmal auch Werke gehängt, die chronologisch eigentlich 
nicht passten, aber zum Thema der Vitrine. So beispielsweise im ersten Raum, wo ich 
auch die Familie etwas vorstellen wollte. Deshalb hängen Porträts von den Eltern und 
der Schwester, die Klee nicht während seiner Kindheit gefertigt hat. Oder beispielsweise 
Katzenbilder im 4. Raum, wo Klee in den Briefen an Lily ausführlich von den Katzen 
schreibt und viele Fotos gemacht hat. Da hängt auch ein Katzenbild aus dem Spätwerk. 
 
5. CB: Welche Kriterien wurden für die Auswahl der Dokumente und 
Fotografien angewendet? Basierte die Auswahl hauptsächlich auf der 
Monographie? Oder wurde die „Neuheit“ der Dokumente als Kriterium 
genommen, d.h. wurden Objekte aus der Schenkung des Familien-Archiv 
durch Alexander Klee bevorzugt? 
FE: Die Auswahl der Archivalien habe ich aufgrund des Inhaltes gemacht. Ich habe 
mich bewusst auf wenige Aspekte pro Zeitepoche konzentriert und dann Archivalien 
ausgesucht, die dieses Thema behandeln.  Der Besucher sollte so das mitbekommen, was 
Klee in einer bestimmten Epoche speziell beschäftigte. Beispielsweise wie er mit seiner 
Situation als Soldat umging, oder wie er die politischen Veränderungen Anfang der 
1930er Jahre kommentierte. Ich habe dann auch dementsprechend Auszüge aus den 
Briefen transkribiert und übersetzte. 
 
6. CB: Welche Kriterien wurden beim Arrangement der Dokumente beachtet? 
Wurde vor allem auf die Ästhetik Rücksicht genommen oder auf die 
Vermittlung einer klaren Narration an den Besucher? 
FE: Auch hier wurde vor allem auf den Inhalt geschaut; was ist für den Besucher 
logisch. Ganz selten musste man dann auch Kompromisse eingehen, weil beispielsweise 
oben keine schweren Dokumente liegen konnten. Das wusste ich aber schon bei der 
Auswahl und konnte ich, ausser in wenigen Fällen, auch berücksichtigen. Bei der 
Auswahl der Dokumente hatte ich die Fläche der beiden Regale mit Klebstreifen auf 
einem Tisch abgeklebt, so dass ich wusste wieviel Platz ich habe und was wo liegen soll. 
Ich musste ja auch die Bildlegenden mit der Nummerierung im Voraus machen können. 
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7. CB: Woher kam die Entscheidung, die Archivmaterialien im Teil „Leben“ in 
den grauen Schränken am Rand des Ausstellungssaals aufzustellen? Welche 
Kriterien wurden bei der Wahl der Schränke berücksichtigt? 
FE: Die Schränke hatten wir bereits für eine andere Ausstellung anfertigen lassen. Sie 
sind meines Erachtens in den Proportionen nicht ganz optimal. Aber man muss ja auch 
aufs Budget und den zeitlichen Aufwand der Mitarbeiter schauen und versuchen mit 
dem Material zu arbeiten, das man hat. Ich wollte aber unbedingt Vitrinen, die nicht 
horizontal sind; d.h. wo man nichts sieht ausser man beugt sich darüber. Ich verstehe 
die Vitrinen als eine Art Bild, das einen Blick in Klees Leben erlaubt. 
 
8. CB: Was für eine Rolle spielen die Texte im Begleitheft?  
FE: Die gleiche Rolle, die Wandtexte spielen können. Ich wollte aber neben den Vitrinen 
nicht noch Texte an der Wand. Dann kommt auch immer das „Sprachproblem“ dazu. 
Alle drei Sprachen an der Wand ist zu viel, nur deutsch führt zu Klagen, wenn man 
keinen Ausstellungsführer nimmt… 
Der Text soll inhaltlich auf die wichtigsten Aspekte jedes Kompartiments eingehen und 
einen Einblick in Klees Leben und Schaffen geben. 
 
9. CB: Wie viel Erklärung braucht das Archivmaterial? Wie wurde entschieden, 
wie viel Begleittext auf dem „Index“ zum Archivmaterial steht und welche 
Kriterien spielten dabei eine Rolle? 
FE: Ich finde ja immer, dass der Besucher frei wählen soll, wie viel Erklärung er will. 
Man kann das Archivmaterial (wie die Bilder) einfach nur anschauen. Wenn man sich 
vertiefen will, kann man die Legende im Index anschauen, und wenn man noch mehr 
erfahren will, kann man schauen, was die roten Pfeile auf sich haben und die 
Transkriptionen lesen. 
Der weitere Text im Index soll auf die wichtigsten Themen in den Vitrinen aufmerksam 
machen. 
 
10. CB: Was für eine Rolle spielt die Lounge in der Ausstellung? Wurde diese im 
Zuge der Ausstellung „Leben und Werk“ neu bestückt? Besteht ein Bezug zum 
Rest der Ausstellung? 
FE: Die Lounge soll ein Ort zum Verweilen sein – Film anschauen und in Büchern 
blättern. Wir haben sie für diese Ausstellung dahin gehend verändert, dass wir die 
Biografie an der Wand und die dazu passenden Dokumente in der Tischvitrine darunter 
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weggenommen haben, da diese Informationen ja ausführlich in der Ausstellung 
vermittelt werden. 
Anlässlich eines Symposiums haben wir in der Tischvitrine Materialen zum Verhältnis 
von Klee zu Robert Walser und Carl Einstein eingerichtet. Das interessiert eigentlich 
nur Spezialisten, stört aber die Besucher der Lounge nicht. 
 
11. CB: Wurde aus kuratorischer Sicht mehr Gewichtung auf das 
Archivmaterial oder auf das bildnerische Werk Klees gelegt? Was war das Ziel 
der Ausstellung, der Gegenüberstellung von Klees Leben und seinem 
bildnerischen Werk? 
FE: Ich denke, dass ich für die Auswahl der Werke und des Archivmaterials gleich viel 
investiert habe. Ziel war es den Besuchern einen Überblick zu schaffen. Wir machen ja 
manchmal thematische Ausstellungen, hier wollten wir mal wieder ein Bedürfnis 
unserer Besucher bedienen. Ziel war auch aufzuzeigen, dass Klees künstlerisches 
Schaffen manchmal auch von seinen Lebensumständen geprägt war.  Damit war Klee 
keine Ausnahme – der 1. Weltkrieg oder die politischen Veränderungen zu Beginn der 
1930er gingen nicht spurlos vorbei. Ich wollte aber ganz bewusst auch zeigen, dass Klee 
in solchen Phasen auch Werke geschaffen hat, die überhaupt nichts mit dem Leben zu 
tun haben. Damit wollte ich auch eine strenge Engführung von Leben und Werk 
vermeiden. 
 
